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Chapter 1 – I Think I Died

	I know my lungs should have been burning, but they weren't. I've never gotten winded since that day last year, no matter how much I exert myself. You'd think that would be like some glamorous superhero shit or something. But when it doesn't come with any other powers, the best thing I can do with it is become a women's distance runner or something, totally not as awesome as those rumors of flying women, mermaids, and the like which are popping up around the world.

	I normally would have discounted the rumors like they did on the news since none of the eyewitnesses ever had anything but blurry or grainy photos to corroborate their stories.

	But then this happened to me.

	And then there was that crazy woman calling herself Leucosia, controlling the weather over by Vancouver, Washington who had somehow created what scientists are calling the storm of the millennium. That storm killed dozens, possibly hundreds, and seven months later, they are still pulling bodies out of the river and the rubble of some of the collapsed buildings.

	Now that is some scary shit.

	They tried to stop her with jets and missiles and even attempted to drop bunker buster bombs on her, but when you can control the weather itself, man loses to nature every time.

	There is always one truth to this world, and that is that everyone has a weakness, no matter how powerful they are. I guess Leucosia learned that the hard way.

	After the US military failed to take the... sorceress or whatever she was, down, god, that still sounds impossible doesn't it? She was somehow stopped by a normal woman, Lieutenant Caliban, from the Coast Guard, and her blind friend. Two unassuming heroes. I guess the crazy sea witch or whatever she was, made the mistake of taking the woman's mother as a hostage to get her own daughter, Octavia, to reveal herself. But this Octavia never showed.

	Leucosia is still out there somewhere, licking her wounds. And the world is sort of holding its breath and praying she doesn't return.

	If I didn't already like women in uniform, that Lieutenant Caliban would have tipped the scales for me, heroic is sexy. The woman goes after some supernatural monster to save her mom, faces her down, and lives to tell the tale. She didn't even want to take any credit.

	But now, the world seems to be waking up to the notion that there are people out there with abilities that can't be explained. It isn't like they can hide what Leucosia had done.

	I slid into the alley, my sneakers trying to gain purchase as I took the turn at a full sprint. The black SUV with those Lazarus pricks in it tried to make the turn, tires screeching and glass shattering as they slammed into the corner of the building. Shit shit shit. I didn't need them attracting the police. Nobody can know about me.

	Ever since the accident, these Lazarus goons have been relentlessly hunting me through New York City. I've been on the streets for the better part of a year now. I had made the mistake of going home once, and they were there, waiting for me. I don't know what the pricks want with me, but they were shooting me with darts. They had been trying to tranquilize me like a dog. Well, about the only positive thing about being static like I am now... I don't tranq. But sadly, I also don't get drunk now either.

	I barely got out of there as they swarmed me. But they found that unlike me, they can break. I beat the shit out of the goons with the bat my dad put by my door 'for emergencies' before he was sent upstate for some creative bookkeeping he did for the McKazy brothers. I suppose I shouldn't glamorize it and say it like it is, my old man is a bookie, among other ummm less than legitimate pursuits. The McKazys threw him under the bus to save their own hides, but even then dad didn't narc them out.

	I'll see him in five to ten.

	I had gone to visit him in prison after this happened to me, but some Lazarus men were there, waiting. They knew I visited him once a month like clockwork. I barely got away, again. So now I can't even visit my own father. I've been relegated to just sending him letters, dropped in random mailboxes across the city. But since I know they read everything going to him, I can't discuss what I'm going through.

	The vehicle backed up and then lurched forward, but this... is my city. I grinned as I turned to flip them off as I dashed between the bollards at the far end of the alley that were put there to prevent asshats like them from driving through it.

	Ha!

	I spun back and kept running across the street. Pain flared as an old Volkswagen beetle slammed into me, sending me spinning up over its hood and tumbling over it and onto the ground.

	I rolled to a stop as the driver slammed on her brakes.

	Real smooth Cameron.

	That would have broken some bones... if they were breakable. As it was, it felt like a garbage truck hit me, not a Volkswagen. I spun back up onto my feet as the redhead in the car was getting out blurting, “Oh, my god. Are you alright? I'm so sorry, I didn't see you.”

	I winked at her and called out as I glanced over to the blocked SUV in the alley as the men started to get out, “My bad. Sorry. I'm fine.” Then I started sprinting away, leaving a confused woman and some mighty angry looking men in black behind.

	Ok, that was a bit embarrassing. I should have watched where I was going. I'll have to look myself over when I get to a safe place to make sure I didn't lose any more of myself. I really hate these Lazarus asswipes, and I wish I knew what they wanted from me. Did they know what happened to me?

	I'd have tried to talk with them to see if they knew what was going on with me, if our first introduction hadn't been their attempt to ambush, tranquilize, and kidnap me. I'm sure it all has to do with all the shipping crates I saw on the train that day.

	They had that same bright green logo that read Lazarus, with the Z being a yellow lightning bolt on it, which they also had painted on the doors of their cars. That they had government plates didn't make me feel any safer. If anything, knowing they were government types made it worse.

	So, maybe not my most graceful escape, but they have to be thick in the head if they think they know the streets here better than me.

	I doubled back a few times, making sure I had lost them, before settling between two dumpsters in a back alley to look myself over. I checked under my sweats and hissed out, “Shit!” Where the car's bumper had hit my thigh, there was a four-inch streak of that hazy transparent skin that had virtually no substance to anything physical except to me. And one kneecap was in a similar condition where it had been skinned in my tumble along the ground.

	At least it wasn't anyplace visible, and it could be hidden by the sweatpants and hoodie I preferred to hide away in now. I looked over my hands, and they were uninjured, so I grabbed a piece of a shattered mirror tucked behind one of the dumpsters to check out my face.

	I didn't want to have to go all phantom of the opera with a mask or anything like that, people already thought I was a freak. I exhaled in relief, all I saw was my face, none of that ectoplasmic shit or whatever it was that replaced the parts of me that have been injured since the accident.

	Well, this version of my face that is; the one it is stuck in. The more pronounced, and slightly elegant makeup I wore to my graduation from Chicago State University, under my edgy black pixie cut I decided to sport for the event. I didn't get a chance to change after the ceremony, I had to rush off to the Amtrak station to catch my train to New York just minutes after the ceremony.

	So now I am apparently stuck with it, as I can't wash it off now, nor remove my earrings or my nail polish now that I seem to be static to the world, unchanging. I think I died in the accident, but it apparently didn't take. I'm contrary that way, just ask Pops.

	So, I still looked like me and was relieved no damage would force me to have to hide myself away even more than I already am.

	I dropped the glass shard with a tinkle on the alley floor. Then I closed my eyes for a moment to steel my nerves before lifting my hoodie, and the rainbow-colored 'Unicorns are Horny Horses' tee I wore under it... don't judge, when you live on the street, you can't be picky about the clothing you can scrounge up at some of the shelters.

	I took two breaths and looked down and winced. I'll never get used to it. The four-inch circular hole through my chest where my heart should be. I could see the brick wall behind me through the hazy transparent hole. But, at least, besides the other minor injuries that Lazarus has inflicted upon me over the past few months, I didn't see any new bits of me missing.

	Was I some sort of zombie, or undead? I didn't really know what had happened to me, and my backgrounds in biochemistry and physics couldn't explain it. If anything, the ectoplasm-like transparent flesh that replaced any damaged tissue made me think I was more... I don't know, ghost-ish? Than anything else.

	I exhaled and chuckled when I realized I had. Not that I had to breathe anymore, but it is hard to break twenty-two years of habit. I went one day without breathing once, just so see if I needed to anymore. The answer? Nope. Cameron Tourvell, freak of science and nature, that's me. But when I tried to speak, I realized that I still needed air for some things. Like talking, so I breathe. Besides, the insecure part of my psyche likes to pretend I'm still alive.

	I exhaled and then made my way to my... home... my makeshift cardboard and tarp shanty in the homeless group under the elevated tracks in the Bronx.

	As I got closer to my stomping grounds, I started to relax more, seeing familiar faces in the shops and on the street, blending in as part of the background hum of the greatest city in the world. I saw all the people I was only peripherally aware of growing up. But I was part of that second, almost invisible culture of unseen people now. The poor and homeless, living on the streets, doing whatever was necessary to survive.

	As I passed Mrs. Hu's shop, she brightened and ran out to me with an apple like she always did, ever since I chased off a thief a couple months back. That would be the inch and a half transparent wound in my shoulder.

	Imagine the gang banger's shock when I just stared at him when he buried his switchblade hilt deep into me, and I just blinked the pain away and shattered his jaw with a swing of my bat, before pulling out the bloodless knife to throw it on the ground. He got away. I didn't feel like chasing the dumbass down, I don't want the police finding out there was something not quite right about me.

	I'm listed as missing and presumed dead after the accident. In six more years, it will be official if I don't show up. After seven years the state will pronounce me dead. A little late, but eh, whatever. Only dad and these black agency assholes know I'm still kicking. Ish.

	I know I shouldn't get involved, it increases my chance of exposure, but this is my neighborhood now. Nobody fucks with my neighborhood. That's a lesson Pops taught me.

	I smiled at the sweet old Korean woman as she handed me the apple with both hands like it was an offering. “For bocho Cam.” I knew it was futile to argue with the woman, she didn't need to keep giving me things. And I was no bocho... as best I can understand, the word means something like sentry or sentinel.

	It was almost laughable. I was no sentry, I was just the daughter of a criminal. I tried to redefine myself by being the first in our family to ever attend college. Pops was so proud. But then this happens, and it all gets thrown away. It's like the universe is laughing at me.

	Inclining my head, I accepted the apple and said, “Gomabseubnida.” What? I may not know much Korean, but I know enough to be polite.

	She looked at me with that expectant look she got when she fed me. I sighed internally. She really was a sweet lady, and I didn't want to disappoint, so I took a bite of the apple and savored the flavorful juices.

	It wasn't like I needed to eat anymore, but I did like the flavors and smells and texture of food. And it made me feel more human, eating and drinking. Though I do wonder where all that food goes since I never have to... well, you know, relieve myself.

	I smiled at her and nodded my head. “Mmm.”

	Mrs. Hu's own smile bloomed on her face, and she bowed slightly and dashed back to her shop. I smiled as I watched her go then turned back toward home. As I passed Joseph, I held the apple out to him, raising my eyebrows in question. The rail-thin black man smiled and accepted it, and I ignored the almost desperate sound of him biting into it the moment I moved past him.

	He called to my back, “You're an angel, Cam.” I waved him off over my shoulder without looking back. Then he called after me, “The thin blue line was knocking again.”

	Good to know. They were always sniffing around the area, looking for the 'vigilante' who was making their jobs easier for them. I mean, I kick a few thugs asses and lower the crime rate in the area, and that makes me the bad guy? You just can't win with the police, can you?

	I didn't have much to worry about, since most of the thugs describe me as “Some badass motherfucker, six foot four gang banger in a hoodie. He's psycho!” I... am a five foot four woman with a bat. They don't want to admit a girl beat them up. It would destroy their street cred. But the psycho part? Well that remains to be seen.

	I pulled the hood up on my hoodie and tucked my hands into the pockets, my eyes scanning for the police as I made my way under the elevated tracks and into a different world. I admit I was just as guilty as everyone else, pretending this area filled with boxes and makeshift lean-to shelters didn't exist. The fact is, there is a place like this in every city. Where the homeless congregate, just for a sense of not being alone.

	These people, are my family. They don't care about whatever circumstances landed me here, and they don't ask. They just accept me. We all have each other's backs here.

	I nodded at the various, “Hi Cameron.”s or even simpler greetings, “Cam.” And Ferrett even called out to me in her small voice from beside a burn barrel she was warming herself at, “The Man's been poking around.” She says she's eighteen, but we all know that's a lie. The petite girl can't be a day over fourteen. And she is the scavenger of the group, always giving others things she finds that they need.

	I don't know how they all know that it is me the police are looking for, but they always warn me and run interference because in true New York style, they “Don't know nuttin.” I figure I'm safe enough, they are, after all, looking for a large man. But I still didn't need them asking me for ID since I'm supposed to be dead.

	Not that I'd give it to them anyway. Ninety percent of the homeless in this area don't have any identification. Some prefer it that way, and some... there are reasons for that, not that any of us would ever ask why. If you chose not to share your story, we all respected that.

	I came up to my cardboard castle. Just because I'm living on the street, doesn't mean I can't use a little ingenuity in my space. Over the months I have notched and slotted dozens of fruit boxes that Mrs. Hu leaves in the alley behind her shop, instead of recycling them. We all know she does it for us as they aren't always empty.

	I fill them with scrap paper and use them as insulated building blocks on top of the wood shipping pallets I stuffed with paper for an insulated floor, which I then covered with a layer of woven strips of cardboard to form a comfortable floor.

	A simple layer of shipping pallets, similarly insulated on top, then covered by a cheap tarp makes the whole construct waterproof, and since the pallets hold the floor above the ground, the interior is always dry and warmer than the outside.

	I slipped in through the double row of blankets that gave an air gap of insulation against the outside chill. The light coming in from the alternating rows of plastic milk cartons in the southern wall made the space bright enough to see by. I had to grin at the “upper bunk” which had been a wide shelf made of a couple planks I scavenged.

	It had been a shelf for storing my crap, at first. Now, the blankets and pillow were made up in a tidy manner. I forgot when I caved, seeing Ferret always sleeping rough by the burn barrels and told her to come sleep in my tiny space.

	She is always tidying the place and always makes her little makeshift bed.

	I don't think I had said a single word to any of the people in our makeshift community the first month or two, and just wanted to be left alone, as I felt a freak of nature, something that shouldn't be. And I was in a perpetual shock over my new existence. But once I caved and called Ferret in out of the cold, everyone started talking to me and treating me different. Like just then I had become one of them.

	And Ferret? I can't shut the teen up. I mean, oh my god! My castle for some duct tape! But, she's got me to open up and step out of my self-imposed exile. She's like the little annoying brat sister I never had. And I love her.

	Almost as if the thought of her conjured her out of teen hell, she popped her head in, smiling. I prompted the tawny blonde, “Finish your homework?”

	Just because she was homeless, didn't give her the excuse not to be educated. When I saw an old high school math textbook in her backpack, she shared that she had never graduated when I prompted. I told her that if she wanted to stay in my cardboard house, she had to do chores and I was going to tutor her to take the GED test.

	She... to my surprise, didn't even whine and try to argue. And she keeps the space as tidy as possible and attacks the homework I give her each day with the vigor of a starving woman. She's hungry for knowledge and it sort of hurt my missing heart that whatever landed her here, she didn't have the same opportunities as other girls her age.

	She could be put in a foster home and have all that, but for some reason, she chose this life, so whatever she is running from must scare the bloody hell out of her, and I'm not going to ask. If she decides it is something she wants to share, she will. Until then, I'll help her any way I can.

	She looked at me the way teens do, with patient exasperation. And passed me a paper, and I looked over her answers to the questions I had written. I smirked at one that she crossed out her wrong answer and wrote the correct response. I wonder who helped her. Probably Matt. The old double amputee Army Ranger was a softie. None of the others dared interfere with my lessons with her.

	I smirked at her. “Looking good. I think you're almost ready. You just need some more work in chemistry, and on prepositions, and I think you'll ace the exam.” She made a sour look at prepositions. I understood, English wasn't my strong suit either.

	I held a hand out, seeing the frustration on her face. I know she wanted to take the test now. But I knew that if she failed, she'd give up, like the world gave up on her. No way in hell I was letting that happen, so I was going to make sure she was over-prepared.

	She took my hand, and I hugged her. “Just a couple more lessons, ok stinker?”

	She nodded as she hugged back, starved for physical contact in her isolation.

	Then she mock whined, “Alright, Cam.”

	I held her at arm's length to look her up and down, is it possible that she has grown almost four inches since I first came here? Her head brushed the roof now, where I had to crouch a bit. She used to have half a head of clearance.

	I wondered if she realized that when she took the exam, she'd have to give her real name. I wondered if she'd trust me enough to know it before then.

	Everyone here just called her Ferret, because if you needed anything, she had a knack of ferreting it out. She traded that ability for whatever food or clothing she could in the group.

	I released her and then held up a finger. “Here. I got a little change today.” I pulled out a large stick of beef jerky in a plastic wrapper from a pocket. “You need protein.”

	I could see the Pavlovian response in her, as her entire bearing changed as she stared at it, almost salivating. She had that tiny, razor-sharp knife of hers out. I still don't know where she carries it, and she started to cut through the jerky, plastic and all, cutting it in half.

	I shook my head as I flopped down on my blankets and pulled out the latest scientific journal I was able to buy today too. I lied as I held up a halting hand, “I already had one. That one is yours.”

	She grinned at it then back at the entrance and her face changed to something serious. “Matt's disability check is late. Can I...?” She left it open. She treated me like I was her big sister and had to ask permission, that made me grin at her as I nodded once.

	Then just like that, she was gone, calling out “Thanks, Cam!”

	I've noticed that it is those who have nothing who are the most generous in this world. A person could be asking for help all day and have a thousand people walk past them and ignore them, but if anyone asks most homeless people for help, they will do whatever they can, no questions asked.

	Here was a teenage girl, borderline starving, going to give half of her food to someone else in need. God, I was proud of her. Just as much as my imaginary heart hurt for her situation.

	A few minutes later, she slipped back into the shelter and smiled at me as she slipped onto her shelf and started going over the notes I had scribbled for her for her lessons. She was determined to get her GED to make me proud.

	I looked up from where I was huddled against the wall reading my magazine when she said without looking. “You got hurt again.” I quickly looked down at myself. She pointed out as she read, “Your pant leg is torn.”

	What? Son of a bitch!

	I rummaged through my things for a needle and thread as she said offhandedly, “The Man was poking about. Asking weird questions. Like if any of us have seen anything in the sky, or on top of surrounding buildings.”

	I hesitated. That really 'was' odd. They normally avoid us unless they were investigating a crime, or hunting for the vigilante. What had their attention on the rooftops around here? I cocked my head at her, and she grinned behind her papers. I figured she knew more about it since she brought it up. We weren't much on small talk.

	I prompted patiently, “Aaaand?”

	She turned toward me, looking over her studies. “I heard on a radio on a loading dock when I was finding some socks for Harriet in the dumpsters in the fashion district, that there have been sightings of something in the sky at night.”

	She got even more animated as she said with hope, “Some say in the glimpses they caught of it, it looks vaguely like a woman with wings. The Angel is here, in New York!”

	I had to smile at the girl. “Those are just stories. There's no angel girl flying around San Francisco. It's someone's idea of a prank.” I tried to convince myself of my own words, but after what has happened to me, nothing seemed impossible to me now.

	I thought of all the rumors of the flying girl, in the San Francisco Bay area who is rumored to be helping people in need. But nobody can seem to get a good picture of her. One witness said her wings are immense, blocking out the sun when she spreads them.

	By all the laws of biology and physics, assuming she is an average of a hundred thirty pounds, she'd have to have a wingspan of around eighteen feet. They'd almost touch the ground even folded on her back. How could you hide something like that? Then again, if her bones are hollow like a bird's, she may weigh substantially less than that.

	But she wasn't the only one. There were also the other, disturbing rumors of dark demon-like women in Seattle and New Orleans flying around the cities, leaving corpses in their wake. But the police are playing it off as macabre pranks, as the coroners say the bodies had been dead months or years. They suspect medical students at the nearby university teaching morgues.

	There is a grainy picture of a woman in some sort of ceremonial raven costume in Seattle, where one of those so-called pranks occurred. I'm not so sure that it is just a costume anymore, what with Leucosia, and... me.

	Damn it, now I'm thinking about it all again.

	I noted it was getting darker as it was getting harder to read. At that thought, I heard the buzz of the streetlights in the area turning on. The milk jugs brightened a little.

	I had to explain to Ferret why I left the caps on the jugs and used them instead of clear plastic. By trapping air in the jug, it gave better insulating properties than just a piece of plastic. Plus the white of the jug gave better light diffusion inside our little shelter. She seems to just absorb anything science related I can feed her.

	I looked up. “Want to go sit out with the others by the burn barrels for a bit?” She shook her head and just slipped under her blankets, then held a hand out to me. I pulled my magazine to my chest. “Wait until I'm done, brat.”

	She grinned and then twisted some hanging wires together to complete a circuit to the little solar powered garden lights I had jammed into the south side walls. I had disabled the lights outside, as I only needed the solar panels and rechargeable batteries in the little spikes. Then she plugged in her iPod, which I think was from her prior life and put her headphones on to listen to some disturbingly pop music.

	Grr... she was going to take two-thirds of our charge for tonight, recharging that power hungry device. Ok, I couldn't be mad at her. I grinned and switched on one of the little LED lights that had been removed from the garden lights. It wasn't much, but it was enough to read by when added to the streetlights.

	Things in our little shanty community rolled to a halt when darkness fell, and most of the people burrowed in for the night, partially because of the darkness and partially because we all wanted to avoid the very different city New York became at night. It was all about entertainment and partying, and that's when people got more hostile toward the homeless, when they ignored us during the day.

	Some of us sat by the burn barrels to warm up until we got tired and made our way to our makeshift shelters. But me? I don't get tired anymore. I stayed awake for over a week once just to see if I could. I don't really sleep, but if I close my eyes and hold still and just sort of let myself become part of the background noise of the city, I can slip into a pseudo-sleep, where my mind drifts and I lose track of time. I can tune out like that for hours, though I can remember every second of it.

	I finished the magazine and looked up to see Ferret was asleep. She used up so much energy on so little to eat, she was always out in minutes when she laid down. I reached over and took her iPod from her hand and switched it off, but left it to charge so she would have music tomorrow.

	I slipped her headphones off and stroked her head. This was no life for a young girl. I slid her headphones onto the tiny cubby she had fashioned for her things at the head of the shelf she slept on and paused. On the back of the iPod, I noted it had that laser-etched personalization on the back that Apple offers on its products. Eliza? Was that her real name?

	I tucked it away and then sat back, listening to the world, then shut off the LED light.

	



	


Chapter 2 – Beautiful Creature

	I couldn't slip into my fugue state, I was too antsy. So I slipped out and stood to stretch as I looked around. The steady thrumming and clanking of a subway train passing on the tracks above were simply background noise to me now. And sort of reassuring. The world still spun on no matter how static I felt. The city was alive.

	It only took a couple days for me to get used to the clacking sound.

	The silent buildings around us weren't part of the second life the city took on after dark, so the skyline beyond looked like a magical wonderland of twinkling lights that stretched to the sky. The smells of the city drifted on the cool breeze, tainted by the smell of acrid smoke from the burn barrels and the smell of unwashed people.

	We all tried to get to the shelters at least a couple times a week, but that didn't mean we could get in to use the showers or eat in the soup line. All the shelters are overwhelmed by the rising numbers of homeless people in the city.

	You could listen to the disconnect the authorities have with the realities on the street. In their imaginary bubble, they talk of unemployment rates at a record low. No, unemployment rates of people who own or rent homes maybe, since they are the ones they poll, but nobody talks to the people who don't have a place to live. Our numbers are swelling as all the poorer neighborhoods experience gentrification. It is almost stupid that you can't even rent a small studio for under twelve hundred or so a month now.

	It is a quick path from unemployed to living on the street. Like usually a month or two, since most of the poor don't have anything that resembles savings to handle a rough patch.

	I walked over to Matt and Gomez by the closest burn barrel. The big man in his wheelchair was silhouetted in the firelight. I just nodded at the two then narrowed my eyes when Gomez offered a bottle to me. He shrugged and offered the alcohol to Matt who just held up a hand. For the most part, the bulk of the people in our community avoided the quick warmth that alcohol promised.

	Then Matt held up half of the jerky that Ferret gave him. The man hadn't eaten it all. He was as bad as... Eliza. They were always helping others at a cost to their own health. Gomez accepted it and tore off a bite before returning it. Then Matt offered it to me? I shook my head and held out my hands to the heat of the fire.

	He put the jerky back in the pocket of his army jacket and then we officially acknowledged each other. “Cam.”

	I inclined my head. “Matt.” Then to the other man, “Gomez.” The Hispanic man just nodded.

	I had to chuckle. “My, aren't we a chatty bunch?”

	Matt nodded and held a hand up as he listened intently. I stilled and listened too. I heard the city, cars, trains, even voices on the breeze. His eyes tracked from one building to another and he pointed, “There it is again.”

	It? It what?

	Before I could ask he said, “It's been canvassing the area systematically for the last couple hours. From rooftop to rooftop.”

	My eyes snapped back to the buildings as I scanned. He said it, not them. Was it not a person he was sensing?

	I whispered, “Is this some sort of special forces shit? I don't see anything.”

	He shook his head and whispered, “I know when eyes are on me. Always have since I was deployed. I can catch the fluttering of wind and a dark shape in my peripheral. It's stealthy, but it seems to be circling in on us.”

	It again? We were being hunted? I voiced that in a whisper. “We're being hunted?”

	He shook his head and pointed at me. “It was doing a grid pattern when you were away, but since you came home, it has started circling in smaller and smaller circles.”

	What? Something was out there hunting... me? Could whatever he saw somehow sense my... situation? Was I pulling danger to our shanty-ville?

	He suddenly grinned and shrugged. “Or I could be seeing things. PTSD and all that shit.”

	I didn't feel any better, because his glib words held no truth. He saw something, and whatever it was had a trained soldier on edge.

	He turned his chair toward the city, then after a few seconds he looked over at me and smiled. “You going to let Ferret take the test yet? She's whining to everyone.”

	I chuckled, glad for the change of topic. I nodded and supplied, “Just about. I want her to be armed with as much knowledge as she can have. She deserves better than this.” I moved my hands around, indicating our makeshift shelters, including the men and me in the gesture.

	He smiled and nodded. “You got that momma bear intensity about you. She looks up to you and your space aged box there.”

	I snorted. Space aged?

	Matt stiffened, and a moment later I heard a fluttering in the air, a dark shape seemed to land on the tracks above us about fifty yards down, and the figure leapt without slowing and seemed to glide to a nearby rooftop before bounding off.

	I was in motion, there really was something out there. Whatever it was, it wasn't human, and it wasn't exactly flying... it more appeared to be gliding like a flying squirrel. If it was truly hunting me, I wasn't about to endanger the people here. I dashed past my shelter as Matt called after me and I grabbed my Louisville Slugger leaning beside the entry. The reassuring weight of the old school hickory wood in my hands instead of the lighter ash that the modern players preferred.

	I dashed for the building I saw the creature land on. This was the Bronx, we didn't wait for the fight to come to us. Why was I smiling? Damn it, I thought I had gotten over all the anger over what happened to me in the accident. But I could feel my need to lay some hurt down on someone or something.

	It is pretty disheartening when you think you are above something, just to find you aren't as enlightened as you had hoped you were. I guess that's part of the human condition. Which is a little laughable as I wasn't even sure if I were human anymore.

	I poured on the speed and dashed into the alley between buildings to see if I could catch up with whatever it was, or lead it away from my people. I saw a dark shape leap over a hundred feet from a rooftop down the block, across the entire street to land on the roof of a warehouse.

	It ran along the roof. So it was bipedal, and it looked as if it did have some sort of shadowy wings when it passed over a streetlight, but they were on its sides, where arms should be, not its back. So my flying squirrel analog was more apt than I thought. It was humanoid.

	I didn't have to slow and sprinted across the street and through the next alley. It had already crossed the next street by the time I got there. Damn, the thing was inhumanly fast! I almost got hit as I dashed in front of a car. It's brakes squealed, and I dove into the air and slid across its hood as it honked at me.

	Damn it. Whatever it was had paused to look back at the commotion. It knew I was following now. I waved off the car and darted into the next alley. This alley had bollards at the end like I had led the Lazarus assholes into. And parked in a shadow of a dumpster, was a motorcycle. I hesitated before continuing on as I looked at the roofline.

	Something felt off. Shit! I dove and rolled across the alley floor as the fluttering swooping down toward me registered in my brain. As I rolled along, needle-sharp claws sparked on the pavement, again and again, each strike barely missing.

	I rolled onto a knee and brought up my bat between my hands, deflecting a black feathered claw attached to a winglike arm. I spun on my knee, swinging my bat in a violent sweep to try to take its legs out from under it, but it was fast, taking a gliding hop backward with the hiss I heard some birds of prey make.

	I didn't have time to try to make out whatever it was in the dark, the black feathers covering it making it just a shadow in the darkness.

	I dove to my feet and charged as I hissed back at it, “I'm ready for you this time. Let's dance, asshole!” I swung upward then over and spun to strike at it backhanded with my bat. Those needle-sharp claws deflected each blow. Then we moved out of the shadows into a sliver of light from a streetlight on the road beyond, and I faltered.

	It was... it was terrifying, but at the same time, it was quite possibly the most beautiful creature I have ever seen that I was facing off with. Part of me still wanted it to be a hoax, some jerk in a costume trying to scare people, but the feminine avian vision that stood before me was no hoax.

	Her birdlike head cocked in an inhuman manner like she didn't understand my sudden hesitance. She had a hooked beak like a hawk or eagle, and those glossy black feathers seemed to drape over her back like a cape of obsidian silk. The shapely curves of the petite creature left little to the imagination with the little feathers covering her skin, following every contour.

	It was like the picture from Seattle... only... smaller?

	The talons instead of feet snapped me back to my current peril, the claws of them were leaving furrows in the pavement below them. I shook my head as it circled me, looking for an opening as I said, “It's going to be a shame to mess up something so pretty.”

	She took a half step back and cocked her head the other way in a very birdlike manner. I thought I could see a little confusion in her features though they were hidden by silky feathers.

	I swung my bat, and she caught it in a... human hand? I blinked. In place of the raven or crow creature, was a short young woman dressed in bike leathers head to toe, and her black hair glistened like her feathers had. Good god, she was gorgeous.

	She let go of the bat when I went to kick her in the stomach. Then I was moving back under the flurry of punches and kicks as she pressed the attack with some sort of mixed martial arts as she spoke more about me than to me, “You're not like Abigail's other toys. You seem more free thinking. But you don't feel right. Just what the fuck are you?” It was a raspy voice, like that of a smoker, and lower than a tiny thing like her would be expected to have.

	I ducked under a sweeping kick and came up under it, panicking a little as I realized I was severely outmatched. But outmatched doesn't mean much when you grew up where fighting dirty was how you survived. I thrust the end of my bat forward and into her gut, but she was already dodging back so only took part of the force.

	She took a single step toward the wall and then almost impossibly, a step up the wall as she spun in the air over me with savage glee on her face as she landed on my other side and struck out with a kick. I anticipated that when she had executed the incredible display of acrobatics and caught my bat under her leg, and I grabbed her leg and lifted as I stepped toward her.

	I said as she hopped backward, “Don't bring that flashy martial arts shit here, we don't accept it here in the Bronx. Now tell me why you're hunting me before I have to mess up that pretty little face of...”

	I oofed and was flying back to hit the alley wall, pain flaring from both the odd spinning and leaping kick that extracted her trapped foot, and the impact with that unyielding brick wall. She looked almost embarrassed as she dove at me. Was she blushing?

	Her hand turned into a feathered claw as she landed on top of me. Straddling me she said, “You're fuckin' fun. I'm sorry I gotta do this.”

	Then she slashed her hand at my chest, with a grasping motion. I grabbed her... hand? With both of mine and I barely slowed her. Just how strong was this small woman? One claw was just touching my jacket when I screamed out in frustration and twisted to the side, taking her with me.

	Then I was on top of her, and I grabbed both of her arms as I snapped, “I don't let girls try to kill me on the first date.” My eyes widened as she started moving both arms toward me, I was barely slowing her down.

	She whispered, “Sorry.”

	Then I glurked, realizing too late she had been distracting me with her hands as a taloned foot buried claws in my belly and she yanked back. And we were someplace else. I scrambled back from her in the nothingness that surrounded us. There were no walls no floor or ceiling, just a white nothingness.

	She took on a form that was half that bird creature, half human as she stood and staggered back from me a couple steps as she looked around. “What...? This isn't right? Where is your final path? Why didn't I live your memories for judgment?”

	I stood slowly and looked around, it was frightening how much nothing, how much silence there was. It was so quiet I could actually hear her heartbeat under the sounds of her breathing. Ok, we weren't dead, so where were we?

	I looked down at my gut as I remembered her claw, but there was no damage, she hadn't taken more of myself from me. I remembered to breathe to look more alive and asked dumbly, “What is this? Where are we?”

	Her eyes snapped to mine like she had forgotten I was here. She asked, not cruelly, “What... are you? I can't read your soul, but I brought it here. Your heart doesn't beat. You're not one of Abigail's Zombies... I can't smell decaying flesh. Is this some new voodoo of hers?” Then she looked past me.

	I hesitated to take my eyes from her to look back in that endless nothing, and I gasped. I saw... us, in the alley, she had that claw-like foot... inside... of my belly. Had she somehow taken us out of time? Wait she said she took my soul to this place.

	I almost growled at myself for just sitting there, but my eyes widened when it was as if my will for myself to move cut through whatever maddening time dilation we were in. My body started moving, levering the mini ninja away, until my body was able to get a leg between us and I willed myself to kick her in the chest, knocking her back from me, her claw losing its metaphysical grip.

	And as soon as she fell back, we seemed to snap out of that maddening nothing like a rubber band and both sprawled onto the alley floor.

	Her eyes were wide in shock and disbelief as she asked, “How?” She rolled gracefully to her feet with inhuman agility. “That's... impossible!” She took another one of those fighting stances that told me she had to have had years of intense training in some sort of martial arts discipline. She whispered again with a smile on her lips, “What the fuck are you?”

	I snagged my bat from the ground as I stood and hauled back on the bat. Her eyes glittered in glee as we both tensed to rush each other. But instead, with a clang, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she slumped to the ground, revealing Matt in his wheelchair behind her, panting hard, with a tire iron in his hand.

	He had followed me here?

	I blinked at him, not knowing what to say.

	He saw my disbelief, and he smirked. “I got your back, Cam.” Then he frowned as he looked between the slight woman and me and growled out, “Now can someone explain to me just what the hell just happened here. She isn't... human. And you Cam, you're not even breathing hard. I about busted a gut trying to keep up with you. Are you... are you like her?”

	I was at a loss as to what to say. He was staring at my chest. I looked down to see my hoodie had become unzipped in the fight and my shirt was torn. Shit! I could see through the hole in my chest. I quickly zipped my hoodie back up not meeting his eyes.

	I shook my head. “No, I'm not like her. I mean... I... I don't change into some sort of bird. I'm just me... I was me... I...”

	He held up a hand, shaking his head to stop me, understanding and the shadow of a pain he relived every day dancing in his haunted eyes. “No, you don't have to say anything. I know who you are. You champion all of us back under the tracks. That's enough. We all have our secrets.”

	Secrets. He was right. Me, Ferret, and even him. He was just going to leave it at that? He saw... he knew that... I wasn't really human anymore, but he didn't care?

	Before I could say anything, not that I could think of anything to say anyway, he pointed his tire iron down at the short biker chick who could turn into a bird and pull people out of reality. “What do we do with her?”

	I almost blurted out a manic giggle at the absurdity of that. What could we do? If we released her, she would just hunt me down again. We couldn't go to the police, or they would find out about me. The way Matt was slapping the tire iron in his palm told me he'd 'make the problem go away' if I said the word. We weren't killers. And I wouldn't even entertain such a... final... solution. Well, Matt probably was, but in the name of peace, fighting for our country. There was a difference.

	I shrugged and said the only thing I could, “Maybe we can talk to her, find out why I'm in her crosshairs and who sent her? Diplomacy never hurts... much... very often. Well shit, what do you think?”

	He shrugged. “We could get her back to our shelters and question her when she wakes. I hit her pretty hard since the things she was doing required abnormal strength. And those claws...”

	What? Kidnap her? I looked around, we didn't really have much choice, or she'd just hunt me down again. I looked down at her. God, she was beautiful and looked more innocent and peaceful now instead of scary and badass. I nodded, and he said, “Help me load her onto my chair.”

	I helped lift her onto his lap, and some keys fell out of her leather jacket pocket. I pondered that a moment as I squatted to pick up the keys. When she was all bird-ed up. Where did her clothes go? I mean, I saw her arms turn into those pseudo-wings and became covered in fathers. By the laws of conservation of matter... wait, did whatever she could do, somehow borrow the mass of the matter around her to make those feathers and wings while she was in that form?

	I glanced at the keys and hesitated when I stood. A Harley key? I grinned at the key then the motorcycle twenty feet away. Ohhhh yeahhhhh. I smirked and said, “Just a second.” Then went over and mounted the bike, slid the key into the ignition and the metal beast roared to life. I smirked at the limp woman in Matt's lap as he covered her with his blanket. “Too bad she was out to kill me. The cutie had good taste.”

	I prompted, “You got her?” He nodded, and I said, “Ok, I'll meet you back home.” Home? I guess it was home, wasn't it? He winked and mock saluted. Good god, his arms were huge. I'd have to guess that before he lost his legs, the man had to have been like six foot four or something.

	I idled the bike past him. It was just like the ones dad's buddies used to boost and let me ride when I was a young teen. Once I pulled out onto the street, I looked back to see Matt wheeling toward the road, and I opened up the metal lioness between my legs. The engine roared her battle cry, and the back tire squealed, burning rubber as I held the front brake. Then I released it and found myself rocketing down the street, the front tire leaving the ground for a moment until the bike caught up with the torque.

	I don't know why by my eyes started to tear up. I felt... free. Like I was flying.

	Maybe that was it. For just a moment, I didn't feel static anymore. I felt alive.

	



	


Chapter 3 – Rin

	I shut off the motor and silently coasted the bike into our makeshift community a couple minutes later. Next to my shelter, I parked and quietly moved the kickstand down. I waved at the few people still milling about by the burn barrels and then leaned against the bike, my eyes scanning the night for Matt.

	I had to smile. He may have lost his legs, but the man hadn't lost any courage. He had come to help me. I have an odd family surrounding me now, but they were just that... my family. People started murmuring when Matt appeared out of the darkness, wheeling through the shadows.

	I winced when I heard Ferret getting up and quietly slipping out of our shelter. She hesitated a moment when she saw the motorcycle, then wrapped in a blanket she scurried up to me, her eyes questioning. I hugged her to me and gave her a squish and urged, “Go back to bed.”

	It was useless, her eyes were already on Matt as he rolled up to us. Then her eyes widened when he saw the girl bundled under the blanket on his lap. The few people milling about the fires started gravitating toward us.

	Matt told her quickly, “This is the one who's been hunting for Cam today. She attacked her.”

	The others heard this and the young girl's eyes first widened more, before the shock of an unconscious girl being there was replaced with narrowed eyes. This interloper had come into our neighborhood, hunting one of her friends.

	I didn't want her involved in this unpleasantness. I still didn't know what we were going to do. I hugged her again, trying to lead her back to our shelter. “Come on, hon, just get back to sleep, we just have some questions for her.”

	She resisted, but Lashon sort of materialized from the shadows, placing her withered black hands on the young one's shoulders and said to me, “I'll take care of her while you...” She left it open, and my pseudo-sister glared at me for the smile on my face.

	Yeah, I own that... I was smug because she knows that I know she can't disappoint the old matriarch of our group. The woman has lived on the streets of New York coming on a half-century now. And her health was failing, which worried Ferret immensely. It told me she had lived through someone's health failing and possibly worse at some time in her short life.

	Lashon's shelter was a hybrid of my construction and a simple lean-to that rested against one of the steel supports of the elevated tracks. We've been slowly trying to upgrade everyone's shelters as materials become available. And most of the new materials are scrounged up by Ferret.

	The girl gave me a pouty glare as she allowed the silver-haired seventy something lead her away from the impending unpleasantness.

	I gave her a pouty frown back, and she smirked. Good. Why did I feel like the bad guy? The unconscious girl moaned as if in answer. Oh yeah, there's that. Was I the bad guy? No... she came hunting me, and attacked me, and tried to kill me... or something.

	If my conscience was clear, then why did I feel like the bad guy?

	We looked around all the inquiring faces, and I sighed. “I'll take her inside, Matt. Thanks for having my back.”

	He nodded and said, “I'll sit out here.” He made some hand signals in a couple directions, and our other two displaced military people moved swiftly to our camp perimeter. At least I think Lewis was military. He's never said a word to me, and he woke up screaming most mornings, but he moved swiftly just then and bled into the shadows.

	I still didn't know what we were going to do with the girl. It wasn't like I had the fuzzy morals to disappear her. The idea of hurting her made my stomach churn.

	I uncovered her and looked at her sleeping face. Why do the goddamn cute ones always have to be psycho? I wondered if the petite ninja knew how pretty she was, or if it was just another weapon she used against people.

	I grunted as I pulled her off of Matt's lap then dragged her inside, she moaned again. It was crowded with one of us laying on my pile of blankets. I entertained the thought of tying her hands, but if my theory about the borrowed mass and matter was correct, I couldn't hope to restrain her.

	I turned her head, and the corner of my lips twitched at how soft her skin was for someone who could hit like a sledgehammer. I winced at the large knot at the base of her skull, then squinted, it looked as if it were receding as I watched. I switched on an LED light to see the swelling going down as I watched.

	There was a little blood, but I didn't see the cut it came from, so I took a rag and poured a little water from a bottle onto it and wiped down her neck. All there was was the discolored shrinking knot and smooth, pale skin under the blood. Was she... healing as I watched?

	I finished cleaning her neck and then froze when I realized her chest had stopped rising and falling. I looked over to see her awake, her eyes watching me carefully in confusion. Her smoky voice cut right through me as she asked slowly, “Why are you helping me? Is this the fuckin' twilight zone?”

	I smirked at her, relieved that she wasn't going to go batshit crazy and try to end me again... at least not yet. “Well since I'm sort of responsible for knocking you out, it was the least I could do to clean your wound before I beat the shit out of you again for attacking me.”

	She smirked this time, her eyes twinkling in good humor as she looked around. “Again? As I remember, I was kicking your ass.” Then she froze, and her eyes narrowed. “You're no zombie, nor are you a ghost. So why are you sooo... wrong?”

	I narrowed my eyes at that, and she held up a hand. “Not that there is anything wrong with wrong, mind you.”

	Ok, she was funny. I muttered, “And you're normal? Is that the bar we're shooting for here? I have questions. First is, why the hell were you hunting me? Attacking me?”

	She sputtered, “Hunting? Attacking...?” She hesitated then narrowed her eyes. “Oh... those things.”

	I growled, “Yes, those things.”

	She looked at her arms. “I'd expect to be restrained.”

	I exhaled. “Like that would do any good when you shifted to whatever birdbrain thing you shift into and borrow mass from the restraints?”

	She cocked her head in a very birdlike manner, then mumbled, “Whosie whatsit? Borrow mass from... oh. Is that what happens? I always wondered where my clothes went. Are you some sort of braniac zombie?”

	I winced, and she noted it. I wondered if I were some sort of undead creature now... but I didn't have a hankering for brainz.

	Her head cocked the other way in that avian manner she had, confusion creasing her brow, her full lips turning down in a frown. Then she brightened like she was trying to turn my mood back around. “Nah, as soon as I, what did you call it? Shifted? The restraints would be back, just like my clothes.” Then she screwed up her face and added, “Though if my hands were in a different position, then I guess.”

	She held up a finger. “I'd like to change my answer. Yeah, I'd borrow that mass and escape. And I see how ditzy this sounds now, so ixnay with the birdbrain comments.”

	Then she looked at the cardboard walls around us and the double blanket door and whispered, “What are you? I... you had no path for your soul like you're fixed in place. And I, saw, your chest.”

	I grabbed my hoodie across the zipper like it might magically fall to show her the transparent nothing of my injuries. My voice sounded far away, “I... I don't know.” Path? Soul? Then I saw what she was doing, and my eyes widened as I accused, “Hey! I'm the one asking the questions. What are you, and why are you hunting me?”

	She chuckled at me. Ok, so not as scatterbrained as she was trying to appear. Noted. Damn, cute and intelligent were my kryptonite. But she was... she was a bird creature. A damn beautiful one at that.

	She asked, “I suppose whatever supernatural accomplice knocked me out, is out there keeping guard?”

	I shook my head, she was stalling for some reason, it was more than just refusing to answer my questions. “Not supernatural... ex-special forces.”

	Her eyes widened, and she stiffened, her eyes going golden and feathers starting to sprout in her hair. “Same thing. So you're with Lazarus, not Truit!”

	I backpedaled in the small space scurrying back toward the exit at the mention of Lazarus as her face twisted into disgust, her hands becoming birdlike claws. As I moved my bat up between her and me to keep those claws away from me, I snapped, “If you bring Lazarus down on my people here, it's going to be the last thing you ever do, Tweety!”

	She blinked in surprise, the determination and disapproval melted away into confusion, and she was again, just a cute young woman, whose eyes were threatening to swallow me whole as she put things together. “Your hiding from Lazarus? They did this to you? You're one of their experiments... Fuck, they've succeeded!”

	I snapped at her, shoving my bat in her chest, “I'm going to mess up that cute face of yours if you don't tell me what the hell is going on here. And stop stalling...” Wait... “You're waiting for someone.” Shit, she wasn't alone out there. I just assumed.

	She gave me a shit-eating grin.

	Hell.

	Matt called out, “Umm... Cam? You might want to come out here.”

	I looked at her, then at the blankets blocking our view of the outside. Crap. I couldn't just leave her in here, it would take just a moment to push through the cardboard boxes. “Umm... Come on short stuff, but don't even try to run.”

	She held her hands up, arms at her side, a smug look on her face as she squeezed past, stopping when we were face to face to grin and say, “Whatever you say, hot stuff.” Then she moved past, leaving me standing there, oddly aroused.

	Wait! Damn it, she was playing yet another angle, she must have seen my attraction. I'd have to revise my original assessment of her intelligence and place her in the dangerously intelligent category.

	I grabbed the back of her shirt and held the butt of the bat to her back. She giggled in amusement. I smiled, then frowned. I wasn't so sure that I was the one in control here anymore.

	Though I was a bit entertained by the fact I wasn't freaking the hell out that this woman was some sort of bird shapeshifter. It seems my tolerance for the division between reality and impossibility has gained a hell of a lot of flexibility. If... I... was possible, wasn't everything? I wondered how many myths and fairy tales that have popped up over the centuries had some sort of basis in reality.

	We stopped beside Matt, and she looked at him in his old army jacket and then whined, “Aw man. It was legs here that knocked me out?”

	I was appalled at her crass denigration of a man who gave his legs for our country, and was about to … I don't know. Do something? About it, when Matt chuckled. “I took your chicken feathered ass down didn't I?”

	She smirked at him and said, “Raven, not chicken. You cheated. Special forces training evens the playing field a bit.” Then she actually held a hand out to him. “Rin Bastien.”

	He stared at her hand for a moment, then studied her eyes a moment, then he smiled and shook her hand. “Lieutenant Matt Warren. Now play nice, I'm not big on hitting women, but I will if I have to.” Huh. I see what she did there. She showed him she didn't care about his disability enough to talk plainly. She just got the wary respect of the man. And she was giving him information without having to ask. Grr.

	She caught me studying her then she smirked and said, “Cam,” as she nudged her eyes up to the elevated tracks. How did she know my... oh, when Matt called me out.

	I smirked right back, she was fun. Then I looked up and froze. Two inhuman black shapes were watching us intently, looking ready to swoop down on armlike wings. One was larger than Rin's bird form, but not male, it had decidedly feminine curves, and there was a smaller one, like maybe a young teen. It was hard to tell in the dark. But even the tiny one looked dangerous... deadly.

	The larger one tensed to leap at us, but Rin held up a hand. “I got this shit, Adelaide. I'll see you back at the Winnebago.” Then she froze and looked at the motorcycle and whined like a kid, “Hey! Who rode my bike?”

	The bird woman above shifted nervously but even though she had a dangerous looking hooked beak instead of a mouth, it looked amused at the bike comment. She made a hissing chuff and spoke... “Not if we see you first.” Then added, “You sure? I can feel it from here. It's not natural.”

	It?

	Rin waved her off again. “Its name is Cam. I'll be fine, but she's one of Lazarus', not Truit's. And... I don't think she's dead.”

	That caused some gasps from the few people who were congregating around us, looking afraid of the two birdlike creatures on the tracks. God damn it! Were they going to blab all my secrets out in the open for the people who saw me as one of their own to hear?

	I think Rin saw the new fear on my face and looked around at the other homeless people moving around us. She scrunched her face up when she realized they didn't know about me. “Sorry.” Then she waved off the others again.

	With graceful leaps, the two moved as one, gliding from the tracks to a rooftop, and bounded off.

	Then she leaned in and whispered, “So, apparently we've misjudged you. It doesn't look like you're out to kill me, and I apparently can't kill you. So truce? Let's go somewhere more private to talk to get this sorted out before the Fates get here. They are going to freak the fuck out about you.”

	The Fates? She spoke like they weren't something abstract like mythology, but as if they were people. Well with how weird my life has become, why the hell not?

	I glanced around at all the curious looks I was getting, and the intense regard Matt was giving me. I exhaled loudly and said to him, “Watch Ferret for me?”

	The man sighed, though I could see in his eyes that we needed to have a long talk when I got back. Rin offered a fist, and Matt bumped it. Just great, they were male bonding.

	Then Rin moved and mounted her bike, slipping a helmet on and shoving one in my gut. I growled and handed my bat to Matt and mounted up behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. Then we sat there a moment doing nothing.

	Then she looked back sheepishly and asked, “Who has my keys?”

	Oh. I blushed. Then contemplated how I could blush without blood pumping through my veins, due to, you know, my lack of a heart and all. I fished out the keys and handed them to her. The cocky ninja bird just winked, slapped down the visor of her helmet, then started the bike. Moments later we were screaming down the road into the night of the city.

	Rin was insane! I tightened my grip, which just made her go faster. Part of me was elated at the freedom I felt with the air rushing past, and the fact that my arms were around an annoying, manipulative, walking sigh of a shapeshifting woman.

	



	


Chapter 4 – Raven Maids

	After just riding for almost an hour, seemingly on random routes, and through Central Park two or three times, we wound up by the docks. At first, I thought it was that she believed she was trying to hide her route and destination, but that was just stupid because, well, I had eyes, and this was my town. I came to the realization that she just... really liked riding. And it really was a spectacular night.

	We pulled up to an old Winnebago motorhome that was parked in a wide alley between warehouses. The thing had to be a kajillion years old.

	Rin took off her helmet, and I blinked as I reached up to remove mine when a young girl of thirteen or fourteen came running out of the motorhome to hug the ninja bird-girl. “Rin, I knew you'd be ok.”

	This woman, who projected aloof bad-assery smiled widely at the girl and kissed the top of her head, saying, “Hey Lil' Squish, it's me, Aunt Rin. Of course I'm fine.” She shot the young one a look full of confident swagger.

	I slid my helmet off, and the young one turned her attention to me, and her smile turned to that of confusion, revulsion, and then rage. One instant she was a precocious young teen, the next a human-raven hybrid was diving at me, hissing, snapping a small hooked beak at me.

	I started to raise an arm up in front of me since I was backed up against the bike, but the girl just hung in the air in front of me, swinging her little winglike arms, little claws slashing out at me. I blinked when I realized Rin had caught her mid-leap by the scruff of her neck, dangling her off the ground as she chuckled, “Squish, she's with me. She's ok. I know she feels strange, but she's not dead.”

	It was almost comical when the girl slowed and looked between us, then turned her body to start swinging her little claws at Rin. In an odd double voice, she was whining, “Aunt Rin! Put me down!”

	Rin was laughing, and I almost jumped to help as the girl slashed her claws through Rin's arm, over and over, but I hesitated when no blood flowed, and the leather jacket only showed minor scratches when I plainly saw the claws sink through her arm. Were... were they like me?

	As the leather-clad woman chuckled at the young one, a woman's voice called out with a slight Creole accent from by the Winnebago, “Kyler Cerise Cumberland, what do you think you're doing? You know not to attack Rin unless you're training.” The voice added, “Or she's being an insufferable pain in the ass.”

	Rin actually winced like she had been caught sneaking out on a school-night or something. She narrowed an eye and said in a wince without turning around, “Hey Adelaide. How's tricks?” She dropped the teen, who was a girl again before her butt hit the ground.

	The girl scrambled back from me, and I watched as a striking twenty-something woman walked up, a wary eye on me, her head cocked at an unnatural angle like a bird. I couldn't quite place her ethnicity, she had features ranging from Latina and Caucasian to African American that all melded together perfectly. She was, for lack of a better word, gorgeous. But she had that same animalistic dangerous air about her that Rin had.

	She scolded Rin, “Soc Au' Lait. The two of you are worse than a couple toddlers terrorizing the bayou.”

	Rin gave her a sorry not sorry grin, and the Kyler girl said almost cutely, looking sheepish, “Sorry mom-ish.” Mom-ish? This Adelaide woman was Kyler's mother? Did she have her when she was like eight or something? She looked my age.

	Rin introduced us as Adelaide's eyes turned a golden hue when she turned to me. I could see her push down an urge to dive at me the way her daughter had. “Adelaide Oliver, Cam something-something.” Then she added, “She's ok. I don't know what she is, but dead ain't it, no matter what our instincts are screaming at us. I thought we could talk, it sounds like whatever made her this way was Lazarus' doing, and not of her own free will.”

	Oliver? But she just called her daughter Cumberland. Was she born out of wedlock or was I reading everything all wrong here? I offered a hand, and little black feathers seemed to sprout along her hairline, making her long curls look even prettier. “Cameron Tourvell.” I eyeballed Rin and almost growled, “And what I am is human. Well mostly. I think.”

	The older of the blackbird hybrid women cocked her head the other way then shook my hand, and for a moment I felt myself being pulled into the stark nothingness with her again until Rin snapped, “Addy, god damn it, she's here to talk.” And I felt solid earth under my feet again. Just what were these women?

	Adelaide grinned at me. “Pleased to meet you.” Then to Rin, as she released my hand, “I just wanted to see for myself. There was no... path... and I didn't taste her life.”

	Rin actually grabbed my arm and interposed her body like she was protecting me. “Well, now you know. If she's running from Lararus, maybe she can help us find them.”

	I sputtered, “What? Find them? Are you crazy? They have been hunting me ever since...” All eyes were on me as I hesitated. What I was going to say was impossible but so were people who could turn into birds and pull people into some sort of pocket dimension that existed just outside of our time-space with some sort of Einstein–Rosen bridge spanning the gap between. It was the only logical explanation for what I saw when Rin dragged what I think was my life energy there. I found myself finishing with, “...I died.”

	It was odd to see the compassion in all their eyes and an understanding that I couldn't fathom them having. Adelaide's demeanor changed from defensive to almost nurturing as she stole me away from Rin, looking me up and down. “Come on in, chere, are you hungry?” Ah. I looked like a... well I was a homeless person.

	Rin let out an exasperated sigh and followed, putting Kyler in a headlock and ruffling her hair. Their antics had all the earmarks of siblings, but they looked nothing alike. Kyler asked as we all moved into the motorhome, “So, Cameron. What are you?”

	I sighed heavily. I wasn't a thing. I corrected her, “Cam.” Then I threw her question back at her. “What are you?”

	She said as she wrapped a wire around the latch after we entered the small space, “We're Raven Maids.”

	Adelaide hissed, but the girl said defiantly, “What? She saw us all in our Raven aspects. Not like I'm tellin' her anything her eyes didn't.”

	Raven Maids? By Adelaide and Kyler's accents, I placed them in the bayou country of Louisiana, by New Orleans. I had visited there a couple time for Mardi Gras with dad. Now that I look back at it, I think they may have been pickpocketing expeditions. One of my dad's other redeeming qualities. Not. But I couldn't think of any stories I heard, from the various groups that make up the rich culture down there, about these Raven Maids.

	The older woman gave her a look, and the little one looked down, embarrassment showing on her reddening cheek. “Sorry mom-ish.”

	I blinked at that again and found my mouth running off without my permission, “She's your daughter? You don't look old enough to...”

	I stopped at the pained and sorrowful looks on all their faces. Adelaide looked ashamed. But Kyler said like I should understand, “Mom's dead. Abigail Truit killed her. It was Addy who brought her soul to her path after her judgment. Since it was Addy, mom sort of lives inside of her now. All her memories are part of her now. It is the Raven Maid curse. Sometimes I even forget Addy isn't my real mom, she acts so much like her at times. So I just call her Mom-ish.”

	Then she slid in beside Adelaide when the woman sat at the little table on one of the bench seats and gave her a loving cuddling hug. I was lightheaded, trying to process all the implications of what the girl had just said.

	Rin grinned as she slid into the other side and patted the bench beside her, “Don't sweat it, Reggie, it takes a while to wrap your brain around it.”

	I screwed my face up as I slid in next to her, aware of our legs touching on the small bench. “Reggie?”

	She snorted. “The way you were flailing that bat of yours around, I figure you think you're Reggie Jackson or something.”

	I parried. “Kept you busy enough didn't I, Birdbrain?” She just grinned at me and leaned into me to shove my shoulder with hers. Damn it, I was grinning back.

	Then she blindsided me when she deadpanned. “So... you've got some parts missing?” She left it at that, an obvious prompt. I knew we both had questions, but I didn't know how much I wanted to share with strangers... who could turn into birds.

	She was looking at my chest in an expectant 'I showed you mine, now you show me yours' manner. I looked around at the expectant and confused faces. I guess the only way I was going to get information was if I shared a little. Quid pro quo. I opened my mouth but then jumped when the door to the motorhome started rattling, the wire holding it closed.

	A female voice chimed out, “Hey brats. You want dinner or not? Lemme in.”

	Kyler bounced up like she was on springs, her eyes wide in excitement. It seemed that teens were universal, whether they were human or bird shifters. They all think with their stomachs. And I found that... I don't know, reassuring? And I relaxed a bit.

	When the door opened, a cute blonde woman stepped in with three huge pizza boxes from Sottocasa's! It was Friday, and that meant... I inhaled, savoring the distinctive aroma, yup, burrata. Mmmm. My mouth started watering, and even though I knew it was just a Pavlovian response since I didn't need to eat, I still knew what tasted good.

	The woman paused when she saw me. “Oh. I didn't know we had a guest. If I had known I would have brought more.” She placed two of the boxes on the tiny counter across from the seating area while Kyler wound the wire on the latch again. The boxes eclipsed the teeny tiny all in one kitchenette. She looked nervous, looking questions to the women, as I contemplated her comment about having to bring more. One of these monster boxes would have fed the three women with slices to spare.

	Rin was just grinning, that left Adelaide to be the adult as the blonde slid into the seat beside her, giving her a quick peck on the lips with her wary gaze trained on me. “Shan, this is Cameron Tourvell. The one throwing our instincts into a tizzy. Cam, this is my wife, Shannon Kingston.”

	The woman corrected, “Oliver.” Then she offered a hand tentatively when the women encouraged with their eyes.

	I shook then offered, “Pleased to meet you. You're like our feathered friends?”

	The woman looked to panic for a moment, darting her eyes to the others like she had let something slip, but they seemed unconcerned. “No. I have common sense, something these three lack. A gift from being a New York native. Plus, you can't improve on perfection.”

	Adelaide chuckled, and Rin muttered, “Hey now, Barbie.”

	Kyler just said around the huge slice of pizza she had taken out of another box, “I'm just a kid, Aunt Shan. I don't know what their excuse is.” She was stuffing the cheesy nirvana into her mouth as fast as she could eat it. It was half the size of her head, and it was already mostly gone.

	I caught myself grinning. Their banter had the feel of family to me.

	Shannon opened the box in front of us and shifted it toward me when the two bird-brains started grabbing at the pizza. “Hey! Guests first. I swear you three are going feral or something. Manners are important.”

	She prompted me with her eyes as the steamy, scintillating aroma of a pizza done right hit my nose, causing my mouth to water more. I started to reach but then stopped, pulled back, and sat on my hands in case they decided to betray my will. “Sottocasa's is amazing, and it smells just as amazing. But I couldn't, not with my people back home going hungry. I don't really need to eat anyway.”

	The three shifters seemed to deflate a little, they knew who my family was, they had been there. Shannon just looked confused. It was the little one who just shrugged and said, “Just bring them a box. We can eat light.” She was three-quarters of the way through a second slice when she said it, where was she putting it?

	Then Shannon seemed to take in my appearance for the first time, and I could see her coming to the right conclusion, much to my chagrin. She said, “By all means. I can always go out for more if these feather-butts need it.”

	I hated taking charity. But I thought of the look that would be on Ferret's face if I returned with a whole pie for everyone to share. I just nodded, still sitting on my hands. Rin asked, “You don't need to eat... but do you eat?”

	I nodded slowly aware of all eyes on me. Rin just nudged her chin at the pizza, and I caved. I grabbed one of the huge slices, and that seemed to make everyone happy. Adelaide prompted her sort of daughter, “Ky? Drinks?”

	The little one nodded and started pulling sodas out of the little fridge in the kitchenette and handed them out. I accepted one, and she grinned then almost downed her can with a huge gulp. She snagged a third slice from her box and just started munching on it without slowing. It was unnatural how much and how quickly the young teen was eating. I looked around, they didn't seem fazed, so I shrugged and took a bite of my slice.

	I had to snort when, the moment I bit into my slice, the two shifter women started diving on the box, just to have their hands slapped away by Shannon. She gave them a cross look then almost daintily, with slow deliberateness selected a slice for herself and once she raised it to her mouth to take a smartass dainty bite, the other two descended upon the unsuspecting pie like starving wolves.

	I snorted and covered my mouth. Around the slice, Rin asked she was devouring like some sort of pizza eating machine, “What?”

	I pointed out as I savored my first bite, closing my eyes to let my other senses take in the heavenly culinary creation. “She's got you all so whipped.” Then I opened my eyes to see the two bird ladies staring at me in denial, pizzas half way to their mouths. Shannon had a hell of a cheesy smirk on her face, and I offered her my fist, which she bumped with enthusiasm.

	Rin muttered, “Says you.” Then she quickly moved her elbows off the little table when Shannon glared at them. I blurted out laughter in my own amusement, and the mini ninja growled, “I should have just killed you back there in the alley.”

	Then we all, except Rin, burst out laughing when Kyler interjected, “I thought they knocked you out, Aunt Rin.”

	The woman looked positively mortified as she defended, “The little sneak had help. Special Forces Lieutenant snuck up on me and took me down with his training.”

	I nodded and supported her, not, “Yes, in his wheelchair.”

	Shannon started laughing, and between bouts, she asked the pouting biker girl, “Someone in a wheelchair got the drop on you?”

	Rin crossed her arms almost petulantly. “Yes... did you miss the Special Forces part?”

	I shrugged and supplied, “I don't know what she's talking about, Matt's just a fry cook.”

	The laughing was infectious.

	I smirked at the woman who was looking at me incredulously, and I showed pity. “Fine, I believe he was a Green Beret, but he doesn't talk about it.”

	The leather-clad woman raised her nose imperiously in vindication. God, she was cute for someone so dangerous. Someone who attacked me in an alley. Ok... maybe I'm not as smart as I think I am, here alone with my attacker's crew. But I... liked them.

	She said to me, pointing to a second piece of pizza that was mostly devoured. “You owe me for that. You were going to tell us what is going on with you. It looked like you were part ghost or something, the glance I got of your chest.”

	The other girls perked up at that, Kyler pointed out to me, “We know ghosts, the three of us see them and lead them on their path after judgment. But you don't feel like one... you're something... else. Not like the zombies.”

	She spoke of ghosts and zombies like it was natural. There was nothing natural about them, nor these women, or myself I guess.

	I froze when I found Rin's hands on the zipper of my hoodie her eyes pinning mine as she asked, no malice in her gaze, “May I?”

	I put my hand over her's to stop her asking with a touch of acid in my tone, “See the freak?” I've never shown anyone. Ok... I was afraid. If someone saw, then it made it real.

	She rolled her eyes, and her nose and jaw distended to make a dangerous looking hooked beak. I chuckled nervously as she blinked golden eyes at me. “Point taken.”

	She was just Rin again, no fanfare or anything, and I swatted her hands away gently and took a deep breath as I looked around at all the eyes on me. It's odd, but the eyes of the three bird-shifters looking at me in curiosity didn't unnerve me as much as Shannon's. Was it because I felt I identified more with the impossible supernatural beings more than I did with the only human in the group?

	I was afraid of her judgment.

	I steeled myself pulled the zipper down exposing my torn shirt, exposing part of the circular hole through my chest, with the semi-translucent ectoplasm allowing an almost unobstructed view of the shirt on my back.

	Rin looked apprehensive like she was driven to do something but not knowing what it was she was supposed to do. Adelaide scare me a bit. Her eyes had gone that avian gold and her talons... yes talons, not hands, were cutting into the tabletop as she restrained herself from the action. Kyler was just silent, her eyes golden too, not able to take them off my chest.

	It was Shannon that stopped me from panicking and running long and far after exposing my secret. She reached halfway across the table and asked in an almost worried tone of empathy, “Does it... does it hurt?”

	I shrugged and said, “When it happened, it hurt like hell. But then it got worse when I realized I hadn't died. I had to...” I swallowed and then continued, “I had to pull myself off the pipe, an inch at a time, and that was like a thousand knives sawing at my flesh.” My voice was becoming a whisper on its own accord.

	Rin said to me, “You might want to breathe, you've been holding your breath for a while now.”

	Oh. I admitted after taking a shallow breath, “I sort of... don't need to anymore except to talk. I have to remind myself to do it, so I look normal.”

	I was going to say something else, but her fingertips brushed my skin around the wound, or whatever it was. She looked up into my eyes again. “But it's ok now?”

	I nodded. “I feel my injuries like anyone else does, but once the wound is inflicted, then it just feels normal again, but with a little less 'me' there.” I pulled the tear in the shirt up a bit to show three small translucent gashes.

	She sat back nodding in understanding.

	Then Rin hissed beside me, looking appalled, I understood, I was a freak. She looked positively repulsed. Or so I thought until she almost squeaked out a whisper in... shame? “I did that to you...”

	Her eyes sought out mine in my surprise she wasn't repulsed like I had believed, she was almost panicking in guilt? “I took pieces of you...”

	I exhaled and shook my head. “Not anywhere anyone can see.”

	She shook her head. “I'm sorry.”

	I smiled reassuringly at her. Was I upset I was one step closer to losing myself to oblivion? Yes? But did I blame her? No. I blamed whatever god damned experiment Lazarus was doing that made me like this.

	She reached hesitantly forward, and when I didn't protest, she laid her fingers on my injuries. Her skin was hot, unnaturally so. Then she looked up at me as she moved her fingers toward my missing heart. I swallowed and then she touched it. The ghost me. She hissed like a bird as after the initial resistance, when the ectoplasmic surface tension was overwhelmed by the positive charge of the matter in her fingertips, and her fingers slipped into the hole.

	She pulled back. I quickly zipped my shirt, feeling oddly content that she had not been disgusted. Instead, she said in an odd tone, “It's like you are there and not at the same time there.”

	I nodded and gave my theory... I've had lots of time to research since the accident. “I believe it is ectoplasm, in a juxtaposed quantum superstate of matter transition, existing both here and in different layers of time space. It's possible that the only thing tethering it here is the surface tension of its planar shift and energy resonance with my remaining matter.” Ok, I admit I wasn't fully versed in the concepts, as it truly boggled my mind, but I got the general gist of it, my chosen majors in college helped me grasp such abstract concepts better.

	She smirked and wiggled her brows at me, which I realized were laced with tiny black feathers at the time, “You're one of those Beautiful Minds people... except smart-ass-er.”

	Ok, why was I grinning so fiercely at her? Frikity frack frick, I was attracted to the damn little ninja bird.

	It was Kyler who asked, “Ummm... does anyone else feel like they are living at the bottom of a pit of stupid?”

	They chuckled at her, and Shannon raised her hand. I duck lipped and shrugged. “I don't understand it all myself. But something is holding it here, leaving me sort of ghost-ish. I'm just afraid that if I lose too much of myself, that my body won't be able to hold itself together and I'll be gone.”

	God, it sounded weird voicing my fear out loud for the first time. I didn't want to talk about it anymore, so I tried to steer the topic away thoughtful eyes of the women surrounding me. “So, tell me about, Pigeon Maids.”

	Three of them let out exasperated sounds as I grinned, Shannon holding up a fist to fist bump me as Rin whined, “Raven Maids, Casper.”

	Then I kicked back to hear about Raven Maids. My eyes widening more and more as I found they were basically Grim Reapers. But they didn't bring death, they just escorted the dead along whichever path they deserved after the Vodun gods judged and weighed their souls... to their own private heaven or hell.

	It was a little shocking that when they touched the dead or a ghost, they essentially lived the dead's lives, and that conduit allowed those voodoo gods to open the appropriate path in the afterlife for them. The memories of those they escorted became theirs. And they had to learn to separate them from their own and bury them away or face insanity with so many voices shouting in their head.

	Adelaide had been the one to let a fellow Raven Maid, Annie Cumberland, Kyler's mom, finally be released of the soul slavery imposed upon her by the voodoo magic of Abigail Truit. Annie had such a strong will and strong love for her daughter that Adelaide found that she was a changed woman as a lot of Annie's personality and memories had become hers now. She really saw Kyler as her daughter.

	The secret society of the Raven Maids was something I wanted to learn more about. But one thing that was a relief was that they had said for certain, that I wasn't dead because none of their abilities worked on me. Even though their instincts were screaming that I was unnatural.

	The biggest takeaway from the night? Damn those girls could eat! I had one slice of pizza, as did Shannon, the other three polished off two giant family sized pies and were talking about getting more. I guess the energy it took to shift into Ravens really took a lot out of them which they needed to replenish.

	



	


Chapter 5 – Eliza

	It wasn't until the awkward ride home on Rin's bike while trying to balance a pizza box that she realized I hadn't shared my story with them. She called back at a stoplight, “Don't think you're getting out of telling us how this happened to you. We're hunting Lazarus, and the Fates are going to want to talk with you. They are going to flip their shit when they see you.” She sounded almost excited about them 'flipping their shit.'

	I just exhaled and leaned into her back, one arm wrapped across her belly, under her leather jacket, and I smirked, she had a six-pack under her shirt. Mmm... the spunky woman was toned. Gah, what was I thinking? She couldn't be more than nineteen, I'm three years older... well I guess that wasn't too bad after all, she just looks so damn young to me.

	And don't forget she's a grim reaper, Cam.

	I about died of embarrassment when she called back, “Like what you feel?”

	I recovered well. “Was just checking for feathers, don't get full of yourself shortie.”

	When we pulled under the elevated tracks, she let the motor idle as we moved between makeshift shelters. Matt was still, as always, up. He started wheeling over as we parked. I asked the woman as we unsaddled and slid our helmets off, “So, what's Rin short for?”

	She almost growled, “Rin.”

	I nodded and then repeated like she hadn't just shut me down, “So Rin, what's Rin short for? Rinborkula? Rinterference?”

	She had her eyes on Matt who was halfway to us, and she almost hissed under her breath, “Trinity. But if that gets out, I will hunt you down, and you'll wish you had never met me.”

	I smirked as I handed her my helmet and gripped the pizza box more firmly. “You think I already don't?”

	She looked at me with an unreadable expression until she saw I was teasing, then she cocked her head and asked incredulously, “Rinborkula?”

	Matt rolled up looking cold in the chill air. “Ladies?” There was an expectant tone in that question that asked all the things.

	I shook my head at the man. “Long story, can't share much unless this one is ok with it.”

	He nodded slowly at that, he understood secrets. He had so many of his own, and I would never press the man. Then he asked, “What's a Rinborkula?”

	I almost jumped out of my skin when a young voice said from almost directly behind me, “Trinity is.”

	We all looked back to see a yawning Ferret peeking her head out of the blanket door of my cardboard castle, and I almost chuckled, seeing feathers peeking out along the length of Rin's black hair, and her eyes were golden. She had been as surprised as I had been, it was interesting that her bird aspect came out when startled.

	The bird-brain snapped at all of us, catching each of our eyes, “It's Rin. You best remember that or... or... or else.”

	In unison, we, and a couple people in the nearest lean-to shelters asked, “Or else what?”

	The poor woman was positively red as she blushed profusely, wondering how many people were listening, and how many had heard. This was possibly the fastest someone's secret had ever been dispensed, and I hadn't been the one to spill the beans.

	As amusing as it was to watch her consternation, I actually liked her name. It was pretty, and she tried so hard to be anything but pretty. I guess it didn't match the rough and tumble image she was trying to project. I showed pity on her and said quietly with a slight smile as I studied both the delicate and hard lines of her face which painted such an alluring and dangerous amalgam, “I think it's pretty.”

	She hid a smile by turning back to Ferret and cocking her head in that birdlike manner, narrowing her eyes. I shared, “She doesn't intimidate, Rin, save it for someone who does.”

	Then to the young, amused girl, I said, “You should be in bed, you have studying to do tomorrow.”

	She started pulling back inside grumping at me, “God, you can be such a 'mom' sometimes...” Then she paused when it registered what I had grasped in my hands. Oh yeah, almost forgot.

	I flipped the top of the box open to show Matt and Ferret. “Compliments of Rin and her friends.”

	My young box mate looked hopeful but reticent, and Matt just narrowed his eyes at me. Nobody here liked taking charity, though we all did from time to time. It shines a spotlight on the fact that for whatever reason, we wound up here, on the streets.

	Showing more insight than her aloof manner put forth, Rin offered like I had offered insult, “Cam wouldn't eat until we offered a box for everyone.”

	This made my friends relax, and Ferret grinned fiercely. I exhaled and told her, “Cut it up enough that everyone gets some?”

	She was out of the box in a shot, the tiny knife with the one-inch blade I gave her snicking out as she nodded. I had to smile as she picked off a pepperoni and popped it into her mouth before she started hacking at the oversized slices with the blade when she took the box from me and offered some to Matt.

	The man grinned at her and took one of the smaller chunks she had cut. He inclined his head toward Rin, and she almost imperceptibly acknowledged the silent thanks. The woman was deeper than she wanted people to know.

	We all watched as Ferret ran off, knocking on boxes or rattling tarps to give out the food. I turned back to see Rin studying me.

	I blurted, “What?”

	“Nothing. You love her.”

	I nodded and agreed. “Yeah, she's a little thief of hearts. She's going to get out of here soon and do something with her life as soon as she gets her GED. She's better than this.” I moved my hand between me and Matt, who just nodded his staunch agreement. The little one had more than two parents, she had over a dozen here, and we all had her back.

	Then she prompted, “Kid sister?”

	I shook my head. “Not in the related sense, but close enough.”

	I turned to Matt. “Rin and her friends are tracking down Lazarus. Since, umm... since Lazarus is after me, this brought me to Rin's attention.”

	The man was too intelligent for the snow job, even though it was all mostly true. I could see the patience in his eyes as he picked out the true statements from the rest. He wouldn't ask me the real reason I caught Rin's attention unless I offered.

	He nodded and provided, “Lazarus. Nasty lot them. I can smell military black ops a mile away.” Which brought his attention squarely to the bird woman in our midst. “Those were some interesting moves you were using when you were fighting Cam. Your father military?”

	She regarded him and said, “My father is dead. I've got some Delta Force and martial training.”

	He looked about to call bullshit on her, and I was too, but then I remembered what she said about experiencing the lives of every soul she helped to the afterlife. She compartmentalized those memories in her mind, so she didn't go nucking futs. But there was the bleed through I saw when Adelaide treated Kyler like her daughter. Could they call on the experience and training of those they reaped?

	That was sobering. It would mean that she would hold all the good people did in their lives as well as the insufferably evil things people had done. And it felt like she herself had done all those things when she... absorbed their lives? How was she even sane? And how did you not let the dark consume you?

	My gloomy thoughts were washed away when she added, “And I'm awesome.”

	Matt exhaled and smiled, letting her keep her secrets and said, “Yes, you fell into an awesome heap when I hit you.”

	She countered, “Hey, you snuck up on me and hit me from behind.”

	I stepped between them, trying not to grin. She really was mortified that someone had gotten the drop on her. “Children, children.”

	They snickered good naturally and I said as I saw Ferret handing out the last of the pizza, popping another pepperoni into her mouth, and shoving the box into one of the burn barrels so it could contribute to keeping the area warmer, “I gotta get my charge back to her bed so she can sleep.”

	Matt nodded, his eyes scanning the shadows, ever vigilant. Rin muttered with a crooked smile on her face, “I'll drop by tomorrow to get your story, Casper. Don't think you're getting out of it. You know ours. I'll probably have the, umm... other women I spoke of in tow.”

	Other... oh, the Fates? I half believed the women were pulling my leg about that. But heck, parts of me were ghost-ish, who the hell was I to say what was real or not anymore?

	From what I remember about the myths of the Fates was that three women wove the life threads of everyone on a big loom. A young woman, a middle-aged one, and an old lady. Something like Maiden, Mother, and Crone if I remember correctly. High School seems like it was another lifetime ago, so I wasn't completely confident in my memory. They had stuffed so much information into our young and pliable minds back then.

	Rin nodded and held out a fist, Matt bumped it. Just great they were bonding like a couple testosterone-laden men. Then the badass woman looked awkward as she turned to me. “Umm...”

	I rolled my eyes at her and then I grabbed her hands and gave them a squeeze as I said, “It has been... surreal. I'll catch you on the flip side, Tweety-bird.”

	She chuckled out, her confidence returning, “Roger that, Casper. Don't expect to get past second base again so easily.”

	Second... what... oh my god! She was trying to kill me... again, but of embarrassment this time. My mouth gaped like a fish out of water as I tried to deny her implications.

	She shared with an amused looking Matt as she pulled on her helmet, “She was getting all sorts of over the shirt action on my abs on the ride here.”

	I gaped and finally squeaked out, “I was just holding on, brat.” Though her abs were pretty tasty, I wouldn't give her the satisfaction of me admitting that.

	She winked at me and slapped her visor down on that smug face of hers. She said from her helmet as she inclined her head, “Kid.”

	Ferret grasped my hand as she joined us. She didn't like being called kid. She responded, “Trinity.”

	Rin growled as she started her bike and took out her frustration on the road as the motor roared like some prehistoric beast on the prowl as she rode a wheelie out to the street. Then she was gone.

	I grinned at how the little one got her so riled up. It was just a name. I looked at my pseudo-sis and motioned with my free hand to our place and gave her her own round of name therapy, “Eliza.”

	She froze like a statue for just a moment, not saying a word, before exhaling and moving toward our box. I inclined my head at Matt, and he returned the gesture before wheeling off toward his burn barrel, which I saw more and more as his sentry position.

	Ferret looked frightened as she slid onto her shelf, eyes not leaving mine.

	I had to roll my eyes at her as I absently tucked her in. “Oh come on, I'm not stupid you know. Get some sleep.”

	She studied me a moment, I could see the fight or flight reflex warring inside her. It was the look one got just before they ran. But then she relaxed when I gave her a soft smile. “Get some sleep kiddo. Lots to learn tomorrow.”

	She snuggled into her spot and then said quietly, “Ok. Love you, Cam.”

	I patted her shoulder as I sat back against the back wall. “Love you too.”

	She knew she didn't have to be scared that I was learning who she used to be. Achievement unlocked, level up.

	After a few moments of silence as I tried to make sense of everything that had happened today, Ferret asked as a hand drifted down to me, which I grasped, “You ever going to tell me about what happened to you?”

	I stopped breathing. What exactly did she mean by... she continued, “I saw it once. And when you do that half sleep thing you do, you forget to breathe.” Shit!

	I swallowed, realizing she was still holding my hand, not pulling away. Wait, the little snot knew? Now she's... ahh I got it. Mutually assured destruction, I'm rubbing off on the little sneak. I could puncture the Snidely Whiplash grin she likely had on her face just then.

	I gave her hand a squeeze and asked, “When you tell me all about Eliza?”

	She snorted, causing me to grin as she said, “Touche.” Who says Touche anymore? Oh wait, I do, is that where she got it?

	I thought about it a moment as she returned the hand squeeze and let me go to snuggle into her blanket. She and the people here in our little community really had the right to know since I was attracting all sorts of trouble, putting everyone around me in danger. I was just scared to tell them... what if... what if they asked me to leave? After I lost my life, I lost everything. I couldn't even visit dad in the slammer.

	These people were my family now.

	I let myself slip into that zen state, drifting like sleep, I had to smirk when I remembered to breathe this time. The world around me just merged into a gentle buzz of background noise, then unbidden, the memory of Rin's ass encased in form-fitting leather flashed through my mind. Damn it, I had it bad for the mini ninja bird.

	



	


Chapter 6 – Shelter

	It was an interesting night, I couldn't quite reach my sleep-like state as I kept thinking about the feather browed smirk of the biker girl. And I wished that I had the shelter to myself for a bit. Evil grin. But as it inevitably does, the sun rose to wake the city, once again turning it into a buzzing metropolis of people rushing to work to work their fingers to the bone, all of the magic of New York City's nightlife a distant memory.

	The days and nights of the city were diametrically opposed concepts, they were as incongruous as... well as night and day. Ok, that was a lame analogy, I know. Maybe my brain is turning to mush, and I'm getting stupid as I lose parts of myself. Then again, I did just use diametrically and incongruous in a sentence. Ten points for the use of a four and six syllable words. Go me.

	A flicker of sadness, or maybe regret, flashed through me at the thought. My father was always so proud of me going to college, and that I was excelling in my intellectual pursuits that were such a contrast to our not so legit lifestyle. He'd give points to me every time I'd say things that showed how much I had learned.

	Most of what I was learning was so far beyond him, but he's still one of the smartest people I know... street smarts are sometimes more valuable and insightful than all the things one can assimilate from higher learning. Besides the whole, getting caught and thrown in the clink thing, dad was pretty much a genius. And he could work numbers in his head like a machine.

	It was everything he taught me about the streets that have kept me out of Lazarus' grasp all these months. The only stupid thing I have done is to stay in the city. But I can't bring myself to leave. New York is my home, and no government black-ops assholes are going to take it from me.

	I noted that penetrating blue eyes were on me. I smiled at Eliza. “Hey, kid.” She smiled, and I prompted, “Time to get moving. The shelter has eggs and toast this morning. Go get something to eat other than pepperoni, and get a shower there. Paul said he'd make sure to keep a plate aside for you. Then we can get to your lessons.”

	She cocked an eyebrow imperiously, suspiciously, just like I did. I was such a bad influence. “Are you saying I stink?”

	I nodded and smiled widely. “Yes, yes I am. Now scoot so we can go over your study material.”

	She deflated, just like any other teen when it came to schoolwork. I bet she never thought she'd still have to do it living on the streets. She grumped, “Fine,” like I was sending her to the firing line.

	We both looked toward the door when we heard Matt calling out, “Cam, your biker chick is back.”

	This got a grin from Ferret. “Saved by the bell!”

	I pointed at her. “Hey, brat, this doesn't get you out of anything. If I'm not back when you are, go over your notes. I'll quiz you.”

	She exhaled loudly as she slid off her shelf, grabbing some clothes from her little stack, and at the last second, stealing my well worn Quiet Riot concert tee. “Hey! Rat!”

	She bobbled her head, shooting me a shit-eating grin. “That's Ferret, thank you very much.”

	Ferret scooted to the door and looked back before heading out to beat the line at the shelter. “Love you.”

	I had to smile at her as I echoed, “Love you too.”

	Then I snorted as Matt, and a few others mimicked my voice, “Love you too.”

	I said loudly with a smile as I started to change my own clothes, sniffing my pits to determine that I really needed a shower too, “Zip it assholes, or I'll kick your collective butts.” The entertained chuckles and grumbles around our shanty-ville made gave me a sense of satisfaction. I had a weird family.

	Once I struggled into a new set of clothes and my hoodie in the cramped space, I slid out. Matt wasn't far away, he was parked next to a steel girder pylon head cocked, listening intently. I arched a brow in question, and without looking at me, he just nudged his chin up.

	I looked up to the tracks directly above him and had to smother a smile. Rin was there, schooling her face as she looked down at us, head cocked unnaturally. I muttered, “Hey Bird-brain.”

	She looked around at the three or four people moving about our little community. She looked undecided about something, but then just jumped. My breath caught in my throat until she basically glided down to me on those amazing feathered arms. The moment she set foot on the ground the feathers vanished.

	She looked sheepishly around at the people of my extended-family who had paused momentarily then started going about their business. She said almost under her breath, “Hey Casper.” Then added in an odd tone, “It is so disconcerting to do that in front of... well, living people. They don't... seem fazed. I figured Sarge here got the word out about me.”

	Matt chuckled. “Lieutenant.”

	“Whatever Sarge.” She parried back without sparing a glance at the man as she seemed fascinated with something on my face. Did I have pizza sauce on me from last night? I wiped my mouth with the back of my arm. This made a smile quirk at the corners of her mouth. Damn, she looked even better in the morning light.

	I demanded self consciously, “What?”

	She shrugged. “Nothing.” Then she schooled her face and got serious. “You owe me a story.”

	I nodded, though I thought I'd never tell my story to anyone. Just the thought of it had my insides tying themselves in knots. Then I said as I started trudging toward the shelter, “But not until I get cleaned up at the shelter.”

	She just plodded along beside me, and Matt asked, “Want some backup?”

	I smirked back over my shoulder at the man who had started wheeling our way. “Nah, I think I can handle the Tweety-bird.” He just inclined his head, his gaze intent on us, some sort of understanding in his eyes and the need to do... something, anything. He didn't suffer from classic PTSD, but I knew he doubted his value as a soldier, but he wasn't a soldier anymore. One day, I hoped he'd trust me enough to tell me his story.

	I almost snorted, I was one to talk.

	Rin leaned into me until our shoulders touched, saying with innuendo that had me heating up thinking about the curves the badass woman was hiding under her leathers. “You couldn't handle me on your best day, Casper.” I wasn't listening as I re-evaluated my thoughts about what her leathers might be hiding, they were so tight, it left little to the imagination.

	She shoved my shoulder lightly. “Earth to Cameron, you about done perving out?”

	Wha? Oh shit. A blush burned on my cheeks as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Hey, I was just thinking... don't flatter yourself... Trinity.”

	She almost growled, and I challenged with a cocked brow. “Oh, I assumed we were using full names since you used mine. Was I mistaken?”

	Rin muttered, “You really are a pain in the ass aren't you?”

	I nodded, then informed her. “You know, I can meet you somewhere... I don't need any help cleaning up.”

	I had to double-take when I caught her murmuring under her breath, “A shame.” Who's the perv now? I couldn't get the smile off my face if you paid me. My instincts seemed to be right, the mini ninja bird was into... well, birds. That could explain the slow, pleasant burn moving through me like an incessant tide.

	I hesitated a moment. I was too full of myself to think someone like her would show interest in someone like me who is living off the streets. She already said I freaked her out and her Raven instincts were telling her I was just wrong.

	She turned, hiding her smile from me. I pushed her shoulder back, and she chuckled, then said, “Yeah, and you'd skip out the back, and I wouldn't get my story until I tracked you down again. I brought popcorn and everything.”

	The woman was as stubborn as I was, though it sort of felt like an excuse... “You don't need an excuse to hang out with me, Rin.” She grumped, and my smile split my face. I had hit the nail on the head. It wasn't as if anything I could tell her about Lazarus, which was virtually nothing, would be any help to her and her friends. Though I would cheer them on if they could get the men in black asswipes to leave me the hell alone.

	As we approached the homeless shelter, I had to grin. Ferret was fast, she was at the front of the line. I slipped in after Manny, about twelve places back from my young roomie who stuck her tongue out at me, then waved cutely at Rin.

	It was putting a crimp into the bird girl's mojo as she waved back then complained to me. “She's a cute one.” I nodded, and she added, “And much smarter than she is letting on.” I nodded again. Eliza had brought acting innocent on the streets to an art form. She was smart as hell, her picking up so quickly on the lessons I taught her told me that she had brains to spare. The ironic hell of it all was... she really was innocent. Street as they come, but innocent.

	I glanced at Rin again, pausing to take her in, she seemed relaxed and comfortable there, that set off little bells in my head. Neither her posture nor her mannerisms made me think she was bothered in the least standing in a line at a homeless shelter with me. I still didn't know why she was even here, we seriously could have met later.

	I suppressed a smile, wondering if she were as attracted to me as I was her. And most people, as unfair as it was, were visibly uncomfortable being seen around the homeless, let alone standing in line at one. Had she been...

	I never finished my thought when she prompted, “Do they get eggs here? When's the soup kitchen open?”

	She was far too familiar with how things worked. Had she worked at a shelter before? I prompted, “Volunteer?”

	She shook her head. “Nah, but the volunteers rock. I was sort of involuntarily homeless when I was fourteen.” She whispered, “After my family was murdered.” Then she shrugged. “I was sort of on the road for a spell on my bike until...” She smiled, her badass facade breaking a little. “... Until Adelaide and Shannon took me in when I was...” She stumbled verbally for a moment like she was catching herself. “When I was eighteen, three years back.”

	I called bullshit. “Bullshit, you're not twenty one.” She was nineteen, twenty if she stretched, though her eyes looked haunted, like Matt's. Eyes someone so young shouldn't have, eyes that have seen the pain of hundreds of lifetimes she was forced to live out as whatever gods there were judged the souls she brought to the afterlife. Those were the eyes of some of the elderly in our shanty village who had lived long lives in a world that had been cruel to them, and they were just waiting to die.

	My hand reached out before it could tell me what it was doing, and I cupped her cheek, my chest ached at that shadow in her eyes. She closed her eyes a moment and seemed to just bask in the contact, before taking a deep breath as I dropped my hand and she hid that vulnerability away behind her smarmy bravado. “Whatever Casper, I'm nineteen. Twenty next month. But my ID says differently.” She shot me a cheesy challenging grin.

	She had lived on the streets for three years... that explained a lot. I involuntarily looked between her and Eliza, then took a deep breath and answered her prior question. “Yeah, they'll have eggs. We only got a half hour before the line starts forming. I just need to get cleaned up. This line is for the showers.”

	She grinned. “Yeah, you stink.”

	I slugged her gut and was surprised just how solid that flat belly of hers was. I licked my lips remembering the ripped abdomen muscles I had felt under her shirt. Damn, I was three years older than her, but you couldn't tell my libido that.

	She caught the look I involuntarily shot at her stomach and she said with that smirk of hers, “I like the way you stink.” Was she... flirting? Badly? I had to chuckle. I found something bird-girl sucked at.

	I said as I looked away to hide my smile. “You're not getting a peek in there girly, so you might as well give up.” I swallowed as our fingers grazed as we started moving with the line, electric tingles shot up my arm and into my core. We were standing awfully close to each other, and I couldn't bring myself to put some space between us.

	She chuckled. “In your dreams, Casper.”

	Umm... yes. I smiled widely at my inner commentary as she supplied, “The shower here is going to be loads better than the silly sit down closet shower in the Winnebago. We usually stop at campsites or the Y to shower.”

	I blinked when I realized what she was saying. “You four... live in the motorhome?”

	She nodded matter of factly, “Pretty much. Though Adelaide's Gran has rooms for us at her place when we stay in our hometown, New Orleans.” I knew it! The slight hints of an almost nonexistent Creole and French accent I caught from her on some words she said, combined with Adelaide's slightly more pronounced accent, odd word choices, and phrases all.

	I nodded. “So you're still essentially homeless.”

	She tapped the back of our hands together as she parried, “No, our home is just on wheels. I don't know how the thing even runs, Addy never gets it serviced or anything, and it is older than God.”

	I snorted as we moved into the shelter. “Anything less than a week old is older than God to you. You're not even twenty years, Bird-Brain.”

	She grabbed my pinky with her finger and shook it. “You're not much older than me, woman.” True... I was well aware that we were still connected by a finger and I wasn't going to say a word, or let on that I felt a mild blush burning on my cheeks about it. She really was bad at this.

	Then I sobered. Her family was murdered when she was fourteen, and she's basically been on the streets since. She's probably never had any real dating life... no wonder she was so awkward about her flirting and preferred to act all tough.

	I moved my hand to clasp hers for a moment to give it a little squeeze. There were three showers for women and five for men here. Only two were in use. I smirked as I let go of her hand, saying, “You snooze you lose.” Then I hustled into the shower room and locked the door behind me.

	I chuckled at her complaining, “Hey! Bitch!”

	I liked this shelter better than the one on the other side of the Bronx, by the Community Center. They had communal showers there. One for men one for women, so I didn't shower there since I had to hide that... well, that I wasn't all here.

	I rotated which shelters I used with the Y so that it made it difficult for Lazarus to pinpoint where I was hiding from them. I dreaded the day they figured out I was living on the streets and started watching the shelters. I knew that day would come, and I'd have to say goodbye to my new unorthodox family to keep them safe. I've heard that Denver is pretty amenable to the homeless there. Let's see if the black book government agency can find me in the Rocky Mountains.

	I took a deep breath when the water started running hot and closed my eyes and dropped my clothes to step in. I waited until the heated spray had drenched my entire form before I opened my eyes and looked down.

	I gingerly touched the hole in my chest, thinking I felt sensation from the ghostlike skin, and watched the water roll off it. I knew from experience that if the water sprayed directly on it, the water would break the surface tension of the quantum event horizon and pass through me. It freaked me the hell out the first time it happened.

	I looked at the various other minor wounds and scratches that covered my arms, legs, and torso, all translucent, water beading on the surface and dripping off in rivulets. I seemed to lose a tiny bit more of myself every day. I just thanked whoever was looking down upon me from the heavens and laughing at my expense, that so far, I could hide all of them with baggy clothes.

	I dreaded the day I lost part of my hand, or even worse, my face. Then I don't know how I'd be able to hide myself anymore. It was good I didn't actually need to eat or drink... at that time, I'd probably head north to Canada, and lose myself in the mountains for the rest of my life. If I didn't take the cowards way out and just dive off a cliff to lose the rest of myself so I could just fade away into oblivion.

	I smirked, and said into the spray of water coming down upon me, in my best James Earl Jones voice, “But today... is not that day.” I found myself glancing toward the door, to where Trinity waited, as I sudsed up. Oh shut up, she was sexy, and you'd be having the exact same thoughts as me just then.

	It was gooood shower.

	After we all got cleaned up and ate at the makeshift cafeteria they made of the open area that was usually lined with cots for the homeless to sleep in at night, I badgered Ferret about her lessons, and she gave me some teen attitude, letting me know she was going to... AFTER she got some of the things the people needed back 'home.'

	Then I realized I was alone with Rin. Walking down the street, into some back alleys I was impressed she knew about. How long had she been in the city, hunting me? She turned to me as she sat on a stack of pallets, which I'd have to remember to pilfer later.

	Those pallets would make great fuel for the burn barrels to keep my people warm, or materials to modify the shelters to be insulated better like mine. Dumb of the warehouse we were behind to leave them out like this unless it was on purpose. What better way to dispose of things than to leave them out for people on the street to use?

	She patted the wood slats she was sitting on. “Ok girlie, time to spill the story of Cam to Auntie Rin.”

	I smirked at her and sat close enough for our hips to touch as I said, “If I had aunts, they'd never look this good.” Stupid flirty mouth. Well, she was displaying interest too, so I guess I can forgive my mouth.

	She was actually blushing, so I leaned over, pressing our shoulders together. I gave her a warm smile as I said, “Ok, Pushy Pigeon.” Then I thought about the night that I couldn't get out of my head. The night I relived almost every time I went to my zen place, bordering on real sleep.

	I took a deep breath and steeled myself as I said in a faraway voice, “Once upon a time...”

	She poked my belly with a finger, and I grinned. I liked how playful she was. It was a good counterpoint for the dangerous lethality she possessed.

	I rested my cheek on top of her head for a moment, secretly taking in her odd scent of leather and some sort of spicy fruit and feathers, and started again.

	



	


Chapter 7 – Accident

	I could see the whole thing playing out in front of me as I spoke. It was as if I were re-living it all again. I had never shared with anyone before. Knowing I'd be branded a freak, or a monster if anyone found out, and I'd wind up on some dissection table somewhere. I understood since the impossibility of it all still had me questioning myself as it was.

	I looked at her, and her gaze was intent on mine, a serious and inquisitive look on her face that I haven't seen on her yet. I liked it.

	My voice was flat as I began. “I had been on my way home from my graduation from Chicago State University... I took an Amtrak, living on a budget and all. If I had known what was going to happen, I would have splurged and taken a plane instead.”

	I chuckled at the irony. “I had been so excited about coming home. I was the first in our family to get a college education, and I couldn't wait to visit dad in prison to show him the diploma.”

	Absently wringing my fingers I offered, “I hadn't had time to even change after the ceremony, I had to grab my overstuffed suitcase and rush straight to the station to catch the train.”

	“I fell asleep the moment I settled into my seat. It had been a hectic week followed by an insanely busy day. I mean, graduation, hello? I woke up almost eleven hours later, just an hour out of New York City.”

	A sad smile quirked at the corner of my mouth as I saw Rin's eyes on me as she almost leaned in, caught up in the story. “I was still in the little black dress I had worn under my graduation gown and felt a little silly and overdressed. I decided to hit the dining car for breakfast, then I'd head back to the luggage car to find my suitcase they had me check, so that I could change into something more comfortable. I certainly wasn't going to walk through Penn Station in a little black dress and the strappy kitten heels I was holding in my hand.”

	I contemplated that a moment. If it really was the Lazarus crates that did this to me in the wreck, then it was my own idiotic need to be dressed comfortably that had damned me. I should have heeded the 'Personnel Only' sign and the locked door on the car and stayed the hell out.

	Shaking the thought from my head, I voiced it partially, “Once I got in...”

	Rin interrupted, her face screwed up almost cutely in thought. “Don't they secure those...”

	My guilty shrug stopped her mid-sentence, and she grinned, “Ah. I see.”

	I leaned into her, bumping her shoulder with mine. “Pops taught me a few skills that maybe a girl is better off not knowing. Let's just say that locks aren't much of an obstacle, and I'm not some wide-eyed innocent and leave it at that?”

	She suppressed a chuckle and inclined her head in amused acquiescence, smartass bird. I went on, tensing as I did, my voice getting tight as I saw it all unfolding clear as day in front of me again, “I located and liberated a change of clothes from my suitcase. And slid behind some large crates marked with the Lazarus logo to change as the New York City suburbs flashed by the windows that were mostly covered by external metal louvers.”

	I shivered, and Rin was there, wrapping an arm around me, looking almost frightened, like she didn't know what to do to console me. I steadied my voice. “We passed under some elevated tracks, just before the entrance to the tunnel to Penn Station when the car started lurching and I heard sounds like metal shrieking and tearing, people screaming, and tremendous thuds and a cacophony of sound as I was flung to the roof then toward the far end of the car... then it all went black.”

	I turned to her and met her eyes, her pupils so wide as she listened that her eyes looked almost black, and I saw tiny black feathers rustling her hair in distress. I whispered, “I knew what was happening as the train car tumbled and slid before I lost consciousness. I just knew that was the end. That I was about to die in a train wreck, and I felt so... small, so insignificant, like it didn't matter.”

	Rin clasped my hand, letting me feel the reassuring substance of her, feel her heat seeping into me at the contact. I shrugged at her in apology as I admitted, “I sometimes wish it had been the end. Because when I woke up in the twisted and burning wreckage of the train, I knew I was in hell. Trying to turn my life around and not follow Pops on a path to the slammer, and make something of myself by going to college and hopefully getting a legit job in science wasn't enough to erase all the little indiscretions being the daughter of a con man and thief had heaped upon me.”

	I stopped for a moment. This was it, for the first time I was going to admit to someone just what I was, the monster I had become. She didn't look like she was judging, nor like she was going to run. Instead she gave an encouraging squeeze of my hand and nodded once. I closed my eyes against the tears I could feel welling up then nodded back, gathering my courage.

	“I woke up to see the brightening sky of New York City, the luggage car torn into shreds, something leaking onto me from one of the Lazarus crates that were in a tangled mess of metal and debris that was hanging precariously over me. Something was sparking the whole car was electrified, and I could feel it coursing through me, stiffening my muscles, preventing me from screaming from the pain.”

	“I could barely move my eyes down to see things from another Lazarus crate covering my feet. They were like some sort of artifacts or something, with different symbols and carvings on them, like they came from various different cultures, they were all sparking, but I had the impression it wasn't because of the power lines that were electrifying the wreckage. But that wasn't what had held my attention as my mind threatened to shatter like so much spun glass.”

	I looked absently down toward my chest and whispered the memory of the most frightening moment of my life, “As the sirens approached, I was hanging there in the wreckage of the Amtrak train, my toes dangling just above the broken asphalt like some sort of effigy of the damned, with a huge pipe through my chest, where my heart should have been. I died in that accident, but some sort of sick cosmic joke was being played. I was aware of it and was helpless to do anything. I could look around to see my death, mixed in with the death of so many others I could see being dragged out of the wreckage by survivors and people showing up at the scene. It was my penance for the wicked that outweighed any good in me.”

	Inhaling deeply, a shaky breath I didn't need except to tell my tale, I told her of the most excruciating experience in my life with a banal chuckle. “I still couldn't scream. But my muscles seemed to be getting used to the electricity coursing through me as I was gaining some control of my extremities. Every single movement sent more pain through my chest than I had experienced my entire life.”

	Her hand tightened on mine like she was giving me a lifeline to go deeper into the memory. A promise she would pull me back out to safety if I dove too deeply into the madness I had been experiencing back when I felt like some sort of stringless marionette on that pipe, helpless to do anything but watch the carnage around me. My whole existence was the pain centered in my chest.

	I whispered so that the gods or whoever had played this cruel joke on me wouldn't take notice and finish their job, “I reached out and grabbed the pipe and pulled. I opened my mouth in a scream I couldn't utter as my body shook from the excruciating pain of it and the electricity. Inch by inch I pulled myself along the pipe until I fell to the ground. The relief from the sudden absence of the electricity coursing through me was lost in pain from my chest.”

	My hand was rubbing at the place my heart should be as I watched the memory play out. “It was then that I saw it. Or actually, didn't see. There was a hole through me I could see sparks from the wreckage through. The rational part of my brain kept telling me I was dead because that's where my heart should be. So I was living out some random synapse firing induced vision in the last instant of my life.”

	“But it just kept going as I realized why I hadn't been able to scream. I wasn't breathing. That realization almost stripped whatever sanity I had left from me as I sucked in air into my damaged lungs. There wasn't much sanity left to lose at that moment. But the detached voice in my head told me that people couldn't see me like this, I had to move. So when emergency vehicles started arriving, as well as a couple heavily armored military transports with Lazarus logos, I stumbled out into the darkness of the city.”

	I shrugged as Rin watched my eyes, almost carefully. “By the time I got home, I was still in shock, not understanding what was going on. There was no power. I could barely afford to pay the rent on Pop's place while I was in school. I had to dip into his 'emergency fund' for it. I really don't want to know where that slush fund, read shoebox filled with cash, came from. I assumed we had no water either but was pleasantly surprised to find cold water flowing when I checked the taps.”

	My chuckle didn't even fool me as I started wringing my fingers until Rin laid a hand on top of mine to stop me. I inhaled and continued, “I cleaned up, keeping away from the impossible hole through my body. I couldn't even bring myself to look at it. Did I need to go to the hospital? No. They'd... well they'd do something. I couldn't let anyone else see what had happened to me. And I couldn't comprehend how I was even walking around. Was I a ghost? A spirit? Pinching myself and wincing at the pain dissuaded me from that idea. I was... alive.”

	I looked over at the woman who smelled like feathers and leather, and I shrugged again. “I don't know what I am. I found an old transistor radio in the emergency drawer, next to the matches. I turned it on, and almost all the AM news stations were buzzing about the Amtrak wreck. Initial reports from the inspectors that had arrived on the scene were saying the rails were in perfect shape, that there seemed to be no reason for the train to have derailed.”

	Shaking my head, I almost whispered, “Eyewitnesses said they had seen a dark, shadowy shape moving around on the tracks just moments before the accident. That all passengers and train crew, save one, had been located, twenty-three dead, dozens injured. I had stopped breathing again when they said the wreckage was still being scoured for Cameron Tourvell. The reporters couldn't get close because of some sort of military crew was roping off the area and going in with hazmat suits on.”

	I growled, tightening my grip on Trinity's hand I had clasped between mine; when had that happened? “That's when the door was kicked in at our place. Men dressed in paramilitary gear and black masks over their faces streamed in yelling and barking out orders to me to stay where I was. Laser dots danced all over me as I heard the hiss and bite of half a dozen tranquilizer darts hitting me.”

	My lips curled up into a devilish smirk as I shared, “I think they expected me to fall on the spot. I think I did too, but I didn't. And all my fear and rage and shock had me lashing out at them. Throwing whatever I could get my hands on to stop their nervous advance on me. They had those damn Lazarus patches on their arms.”

	My eyes narrowed at the memory. “That's when my ears started ringing when someone started shooting a gun. Men were yelling and restraining the man who had shot at me, saying something about taking me alive. I backed away, snagging the baseball bat leaning against the couch to try to fend them off. And I did the last thing they expected... I turned and dove through the window.”

	I exhaled quickly then took another breath slowly so I could keep talking as I remembered every little detail of what happened next. “The glass shattered and more darts hit me as I dove out. My momentum was too much, and I flipped over the railing of the fire escape. I remember thinking that the error of me somehow surviving my mortal wound was about to be corrected, and I was about to die as the ground rushed up to meet me. I was oddly ok with that.”

	Rin threw an arm around my shoulder and pulled me into her as I fought off tears. God, it still got to me after all this time. I gave a half sob, half ironic chuckle. “I saw men in that black combat gear moving up the fire escape as I fell. And there was so much pain when I hit something metal, that crushed in to break my fall and what felt like every bone in my body as a windshield burst out of the Humvee, shattering into a million little pieces.”

	Shrugging I laid my head on her shoulder and whispered, “I thought I was dead again. I wasn't. I rolled off the vehicle, everything hurt, but I was still moving. I remember something inside me threatened to break down into unhinged laughter when I had calmly noted that huh, I still had the bat in my hands. Unluckily for the man they had guarding the vehicles who emptied his gun of tranq darts into me.”

	I admitted, with a knot in my gut, “I still don't know if that man survived.” I looked up to meet her eyes. “Do you know the sound of a baseball bat hitting a skull? I do, and it haunts me still. He fell like a marionette with its strings cut. I may have killed a man. And worse... I don't really care. These bastards have been hunting me ever since this happened to me. May as well have died on that train because they aren't letting me have any life at all as they dog me.”

	I shrugged. “I ran as his body hit the ground, and I'm still running.”

	She nodded slowly and just squeezed my shoulder. I turned back to look at her eyes again, expecting judgment. Instead, they were pitch black, her brows knitted like she was angry, and wanting revenge upon whatever had stressed her. The feathers at the nape of her neck rippled. None of that anger was focused upon me. Instead there was just...

	I reached a hand up to run my fingers through the little midnight black feathers that were trying to push through her hair. Her control seemed to slip when her emotions were high. To my surprise, they were downy soft. I smiled at that, glad to have something push my poison memories to the back seat.

	The only thing I could say that could apply was, “Beautiful.” She looked shocked at the word, then almost timid and afraid. I cocked my head in question as she pressed her lips into a line then she seemed to make a decision and moved forward quickly and awkwardly and... and I was kissing Rin. My entire being was buzzing, and I think I may have sighed into the kiss. God, she tasted good.

	



	


Chapter 8 – Shadow Man

	Of course, that's when the Lazarus asshat patrol happened upon our alley.

	The black military transport slammed on its brakes and backed up, tires squealing, and they screeched forward again to block the alley from the road and the prying eyes of the people on the street.

	I mumbled into Rin's lips, “Fucking assholes.”

	She chuckled looking almost shy for a moment, her cheeks red. Then her pupils seemed to grow again, turning her eyes black then they constricted again in an avian slit surrounded by a beautiful gold that seemed to reflect the colors in the sunlight. The pallets creaked as we both leapt to our feet, then I smiled in my panic when I realized she had moved in front of me as men in black body armor and dangerous looking assault weapons poured out of the vehicle.

	There was the hiss of compressed gas, and Rin's arm blurred around, and I winced in pain. I yanked a tranq dart from my arm. Damn, this hurt, it burned. It wasn't tranquilizer. It felt like... I blinked at the sizzling of my hoodie. Acid! They had learned the at tranquilizers don't work on me. Apparently, neither did acid as the pain faded to a dull throb.

	Rin opened her hand, and six darts fell to the alley floor. Holy shit on a biscuit, just how fast was she? I couldn't even see the darts as they flew. I glanced nervously at her, but she just had a wicked smile on her face as she seemed to assess the men running full tilt toward us.

	Before I could tell her to run, she started running right back at them, her eyes glittering in glee. Part of her liked the violence. I wondered if it were her or one of the multitude of people's souls and memories she held inside of her.

	That was sobering, what if the violence was some other personality bleeding through hers? Just moments before she had seemed so shy and timid... was that the real Rin? Did it matter? We are all made up of the various versions of ourselves we hold inside.

	I held up a cardboard box to intercept a couple acid darts as Rin ran at an angle while she clashed with them, running up a wall to flip herself behind the leading man. She twisted his weapon back behind him and spun him around to use as a human shield as his compatriots opened fire. He screamed in agony as he was struck by a couple of the acid darts and I could see his skin sizzling and bubbling where the darts were.

	The next moment, Rin was making an impossible leap, almost gliding ten feet to twist mid-air to strike another man in the chest with a spinning pile driving kick. I heard a different sound as the bricks in the wall behind where Rin had been a moment before started exploding as bullets struck it. Shit! They were using live ammo with silenced automatic fire now!

	I kicked down on a pallet hard, snapping the wood as I called out, “We have to get out of here, Rin!” I yanked a chunk of the splintered wood free and gave it a test swing as I ran at the approaching men as they engaged the little dynamo who was just a streak of black in the alley as she spun and struck and flipped away.

	Just how fucking hot was that woman?

	I yelled, “Batter up!” as I swung my improvised weapon at a man, keeping him off guard as he let his dart gun fall while he pulled a long, deadly looking, military knife from a thigh scabbard. I looked between the blade and my chunk of wood. Ok... maybe this wasn't such a good idea after all.

	Eh, I never did claim to be smart. I dove on him. By the look on his face, that was the last thing he was expecting. You didn't survive the streets by being hesitant. Pops taught me that. And also that it is always them or you, and you didn't stop hitting until it was just you.

	Pain flared as his blade, almost as an afterthought, grazed my arm as I slammed my forehead on his nose. Ow ow ow! Shit! That hurts! But it did its job as we tumbled back on the alley floor, him losing his grip on his knife as we grappled. We landed in a heap, and he struck up with the flat of his hand under my chin. Nice move and I'm sure that any other person would have been out cold... but I'm not any other person. It hurt like hell, yes, but I can't be knocked out.

	He was squealing like a pig a moment later when I got a handful of his crotch, squeezing and wrenching with all my strength as he passed out from the pain. I wanted to ignore the tearing and crushing sensation in my fisted grasp. I hope he wasn't ever planning on having a family.

	I rolled off the man to see Rin somehow doing the splits in the air to kick two men in the faces converging on her. She spun backward and exchanged a flurry of blows and kicks with a huge man who moved like he was highly trained in mixed martial arts.

	She blocked a blow and somehow twisted her arm around his and scratched down backward across his face, I could see big gleaming claws for a moment before the man was stumbling back toward me, clawing at the scratches across his eyes. I moved aside and executed lesson two. The bigger they are... I jumped up into the air and slammed my foot down as hard as I could on his kneecap as he shuffled past. I felt the satisfying crunch and clunk of his kneecap separating. He went down like a Sequoia with a big thud, but to his credit, he only grunted. Definitely a badass.

	Then I called to her as she started to turn toward the last man, “Come on Rin, we have to go!”

	She looked undecidedly between the man and me, but her decision was made when another man slid out of the back seat dragging a huge man in a black cloak, wearing some sort of electronic collar and shackles, by a leash.

	The man in the collar saw us, and his lips turned up in a cruel grin... far too wide, splitting his face as his jaw distended while black, wispy shadows, seemed to create giant fangs from his impossibly large mouth. The other man unclipped the leash from the collar and pressed a button he was holding, and the shackles on the collared man clicked and fell apart like they had been magnetized together. With that, the collared man leapt at least twenty feet down the alley, his form changing, like a liquid shadow as he landed on all fours and scrambled toward us, his cloak billowing out behind him in a nonexistent wind.

	Ok, that was some freaky Freddy Kruger crap just then. Rin's eyes widened too, and she grinned at me as she ran past, saying, “Capitol idea, Casper. Let's get the hell out of here. I can't even feel that thing.”

	I chased after her, the shadow man in hot pursuit. “Wait for me, Bird-brain!”

	I paced her, and she looked to be moving sedately like she was slowing down to my speed. Show off. I prompted, “I'm sick of running. They just keep throwing men, vehicles, friggin' darts, and now some sort of shadowed humanoid creature at me. Maybe it's time to just stop and fight, and finish this one way or another.”

	She gave me such a pained look that was full of compassion, it sparked the memory of the emotion I felt when our lips had met. “We... can't. If that thing is what I think it is. If we kill it, a bunch of innocents will die right along with it, it is drawing from the shadows of their very lives. We have to get to the Fates, they're the only ones who can deal with it. Once they do, then by all means. Let's hunt these Lazarus fuckers right back.”

	Can't kill it? Now that was just peachy. How the heck were we supposed to... I squeaked loudly as we reached the end of the alley, where it branched out at a retaining wall above a street thirty feet below when I was pulled over the edge with Rin.

	She had turned into that sexy half bird form of hers, and large talon-like claws were gripping my shoulders as we half plummeted, half glided, to the street below. We were coming in too fast as she said through a hooked beak, “Hang on Casper, this is going to hurt...”

	Just before we slammed into a dumpster, she was Rin again, wrapping around me and twisting us so that she slammed back first into the dumpster with a resounding clang and oof. It did hurt, but she took the brunt of it. To my surprise, she was back on her feet pulling me up with one hand and rubbing the back of her shoulder with the other as she looked up to see the shadow man looking down, preparing to jump.

	She muttered, “How does Adelaide make that look so effortless?” I looked around at the people on the street who had stopped to look at us. Had anyone seen her bird form? It happened too fast for that hadn't it? The thing chasing us must be deadlier than I thought if she risked outing the Raven Maids like that.

	Then she pushed me aside, yelling, “Incoming!” I looked up to see the man jump, his cloak billowing behind him, leaving a smoky trail of shadow behind. She kicked the dumpster, and it slid, sparking on the ground under him. With a thrumming thud he landed in the metal container, and she flipped the metal door over the top and slid a small piece of rebar in some construction debris beside it into the latch.

	People started raising their cellphones toward us, looking between the dumpster and the railing high above. Rin grabbed my hand, dragging me with her as she smirked at the screaming and pounding behind us in the dumpster.

	I grinned at her and glanced back, and my eyes bulged when with each strike, I could see claw marks denting the side of the dumpster. She said, “That won't hold him long.”

	I snorted, and shook my head as we ran, very aware of my hand in hers. “Thanks for that, Captain Obvious.”

	She chuckled. “We need to get to the Winnebago.” Then she pulled out a cell. Where had she had that hidden?

	Her leathers were too tight, and her jacket routinely turned into feathers. It must go where the jacket does when she has to transfer mass to change into her raven form. And it still works after the transitions? Raven Maids were getting more and more fascinating to me. Not just because I wanted to kiss this one again. The scientist in me just needed to know how all of this worked within the confines of the laws of physics as we understand them.

	Seconds later we were in another alley, moving rapidly away from the commotion behind us. She blurted out, “Atropos? We've got a Reaver incoming! Have you reached the city yet? What?! Yesterday, then where is your sorry ass? I can't fight this thing without risking others.”

	As we turned down the next street and moved through the people on the sidewalk at a full sprint, I could hear shrieking metal in the distance and a roaring scream that curdled my blood. It was loose. She looked back and then said, “Gotta go.”

	We slid into another alley, and I could see that she was starting to get winded. Her stamina was far beyond any normal human's, but it seemed even at this slower speed for her, sprinting starts to wear her down after a while. She didn't appear to be slowing her pace for me anymore. But still, she was keeping pace with my tireless sprint. Impressive.

	I asked, “Atropos? As in the Crone of the three Fates? I thought you were shitting me. They really exist?”

	She nodded with a smirk. “Yeah, they exist all right. And due to some unforeseen hiccups, they are sort of all messed up and living in the mortal world for a bit while they reconstruct the Loom of Ages in their realm.”

	Their realm? Like a pocket universe or something? Gods and immortals can't be real, they have to follow all the same laws of physics we do. What is the famous quote? Clarke's Third Law... “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” They probably utilize some sort of Einstein–Rosen bridge between here and their 'realm.'

	She muttered, “And since things sort of went south for them, Atropos is a little unpredictable, and the other Fates don't know where the hell she is half the time.”

	We slid to a stop at a human-like guttural growl of satisfaction and saw the cloaked man step into the alley behind us like he formed out of the shadows of the building itself. In front of him, a short man of middle eastern heritage stepped out of an alley door with some trash bags, and with a snick, the poor man was pinned against the wall by impossibly long shadow claws and died with a gurgle as my eyes widened.

	I looked around and picked up a short length of pipe with a curved p-trap at the end from some old discarded sink. I started stepping toward it. It had just killed an innocent man whose only crime was taking out the trash at an inopportune moment. And it was because of me. A man died because of me. No more.

	Rin restrained me when I got only two steps, yelling at the, what had she called it? Yelling at the Reaver, “Come on you bastard, I'm right here! Let's do this!”

	She whispered to me, “We can't. Too many innocent people can get hurt or killed. He's leaching off of their life forces. That's where he gets his power. What the hell is a reaver doing with Lazarus?”

	I hesitated. But... he had just killed a man. I felt helpless, and I hated that feeling.

	She looked like all she wanted to do was tear the man's head from his shoulders, and it was taking everything inside her to stop from doing exactly that. I saw the shadow of bloodlust in her eyes that was not hers. Was it one of the others, whose memories she had absorbed? But she, Rin, was in control. That must be a confusing and maddening way to live. I stopped another snort, like mine isn't?

	I nodded and hesitated when I realized the mouth of the alley was blocked off by shadow, preventing anyone from the outside to see in. It was already too late for Lazarus to hide anything if they were willing to release this monstrosity out in public to hunt me.

	Then I smiled, thinking that if we don't kill it, and only restrained it. They seemed to have no problem restraining him with what looked like simple iron manacles with electronic locks. Why did they need them if he was working with them?

	Rin hesitated, then nodded as an almost cruel smirk spread on her face like she could tell what I was thinking. “Hurt him? That we can do. Then if we can restrain him, we can find where that annoying Atropos has been hiding out so she can fix this.”

	We took one step toward the man as he prepared to leap at us, while I slapped the pipe into my other hand in anticipation of a fight. It was like adrenaline was flooding my system, but as my blood didn't circulate, I was curious how it worked.

	We both paused as the billowing shadows and fangs of the man seemed to recede, then he looked at his normal human hands in confusion before he simply crumpled lifelessly to the ground. Standing behind him was short emo punk looking girl with shocking purple hair and studded black leather collar above her black belly tee which was two sizes too small, making it look painted on. Torn black jeans and combat boots completed the look.

	She said to Rin, “I'm right fuckin' here you impatient feathered bitch.” She held up a little pair of purple scissors with tiny skulls with bows painted on the blades and muttered, “The rest is up to you.” Then she froze when she saw me. “Well hello there gorgeous. What the fuck are you?”

	She was padding over toward us, her purple hair bobbing. Rin kept slapping her hands away as she tried to touch me. The emo girl was muttering, “You just aren't right, are you? Your thread has no beginning or end. It just... is. We didn't weave you, so how?” She just kept circling, Rin interposing her body between us. “Is this the new evolution. What is to come after the time of the Fates? I can't even grasp your thread.” Her fingers worked the air.

	Rin shoved her back by the shoulder. “She has a name Atta, this is Cam. Stop talking about her like she's a curiosity.”

	The girl hesitated then looked between us, then her eyes widened as she smiled and teased, “Ooooh! You like her. Good on you, Trin, quite shaggable.” Then the crude young emo hesitated then gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry, I don't mean to be so mouthy. I got saddled with a lot of Tammy's personality with the body.” She shot a hand forward. “Atta.”

	I looked at Rin, whose eyes were narrowed at the amusing newcomer. I offered my hand hesitantly, and we shook. I gasped, I could feel so much raw power emanating from her somehow. I looked between the two. “You're... Atropos? The Crone?”

	She chuckled. “Yeah, well I'm not normally a twenty-something who looks like she is still coming down from a full dose of those damn puberty hormones. I had to take a body fast to get back to my girls, and this was the closest.” She sobered. “Poor Tammy died of an overdose. I had to live through the withdrawal and still want a hit more than anything.”

	Rin muttered, “Call me Trin one more time, you purple Care Bear, and we'll see if your lifeline can be cut.”

	The emo girl simply crinkled her nose at Rin and snipped her little scissors in the air, then nudged her chin over her shoulder. “He's getting away, feather duster.”

	Rin sighed heavily then gave me an apologetic look as she turned into her full Raven Maid form which had me drooling. “Sorry, be right back, duty calls.” Then she winced as she looked down the empty alley, the writhing shadows around the man dissolving, his electronic collar and shackles unlocked and fell to the alley floor. The Raven Maid screeched out a primal call and dove into the air and... vanished.

	Then Atta dropped her attitude and said in a sad and somber tone that reflected someone far more mature, someone, far far older, “I do not envy her, her job. Every soul she escorts weighs her down farther.”

	Then she turned to me and saw me splitting my attention between watching her and the empty alley with the bodies laying there by the garbage bags. She cocked her head, made a silly face, with her tongue lolling about and made devil horns with her hand to distract me from the macabre scene. She wasn't fooling me, I knew what she was doing.

	I had to chuckle as I worried about where Rin had vanished to. I prompted, “You? You're the Crone?”

	She shrugged almost cutely, and Rin appeared in the alley again, a little blood on her jaw. I rushed to her, and she grinned as I fussed over her. “I like it when they fight. If I gotta see the shitty things they did in life, then at least I get to smack them around a bit when they run from their judgment.”

	She was being flippant, but I could see how much more of a burden she was carrying upon her shoulders from just minutes ago. What had just happened? Had she been bringing the shadow man's soul to hell when she vanished? I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. I didn't miss Atropos seeing that and turning away from us as she started to smile.

	Then she waggled her scissors down the alley at the other Lazarus agent who was diving into his vehicle, babbling something about a crucible into his radio. The vehicle stopped when he tried to follow us. He had four flat tires. Had Atropos... with her little scissors? No?

	The purple haired young woman muttered as she started walking, scooping up the collar and shackles as she passed, “We better get moving before the bodies are found.” She glanced at the unfortunate bystander. “Shit! His thread had still had twenty-three years on it. Where the hell is that rolling junkyard you call home?”

	Rin muttered, “Bitch.”

	I had to smile as Atta shot back, “Skank.”

	I was more confused now than ever, and they were snipping at each other like a couple of siblings. Just how insane was my life? And how had this girl, who purported to be one of the Three Fates of mythology, killed the man-beast with a pair of cartoonish scissors? Not to mention disabling a military transport.

	



	


Chapter 9 – Not In My House

	The girls at the Winnebago, except Shannon, were a little hesitant around Atropos when we arrived. It seemed they were wary of her. Weren't they allies? But as I watched them seem to assess each other though they were familiar, I think I sort of got it.

	The Raven Maids, from what I gathered, don't bring death, they just bring any conflicted souls to their final destination after death, so calling them Reapers like I imagined, wasn't quite accurate. The Fates, specifically Atropos, who in many mythologies should not be named or you invited death into your house, were the ones who measured and wove the threads of life on their great loom.

	Atropos was the Crone, who had dominion over the end of someone's life, as it was her job to sever the thread of life at the proper time. So, in essence, she wasn't exactly death, but she was the harbinger of death, death's caretaker. In some cases when people tried to cheat their... fate... then she was the executioner.

	The Raven Maids took on the burden of experiencing the lives of the wayward spirits, and they seemed afraid of losing themselves in the memories of others. So I could see how this Fate, in particular, would make them nervous. She brought about the spirits they had living inside them as echoes.

	I looked at Rin and cocked my head, she didn't seem to have that same hesitation. Then I got it. Again, it was Atta herself who let the personality of the dead girl she wore, banter with the woman so that she felt more at ease around her. I caught the sad smile from the purple haired enigma when she saw me sorting it all out. There was more to her than the emo punker she projected.

	After a brief debriefing, Atta dropped the high tech collar and shackle on the little table in front of Kyler. The little one's eyes lit like Christmas morning. The Fate said, “I assume there's some sort of electronic tracking signal coming from those things? Can you somehow backtrace it to Lazarus? Find the Crucible?”

	Crucible? The man on the radio had said something about a crucible. It was a place? From the context, I got that it was a base of operations.

	Adelaide was hissing out as Kyler gleefully pulled some tools out of a pocket and started hooking a wire up to her cell phone. “Tracking! That will led them straight to us!”

	Atta didn't seem concerned as she absently twirled her purple hair. “Good thing your home is mobile then isn't it?”

	Adelaide smirked as Shannon sighed, pulling out car keys. “No time to hook up the car, I'll follow.”

	Addy kissed Shannon, and the blonde dashed out, then turned on the emo. “You Fates never do anything subtly do you?”

	The girl just wiggled her eyebrows as she bit her tongue, and we all turned to Kyler who was muttering something about dumbasses and two-way data packets as she prodded the insides of the collar with some contact probes. She was some sort of electronic's genius? How smart was this little one? My smile faded when I realized that it was probably a skill a spirit she had led to the afterlife had possessed. But... she was just a child, a baby. Oh god.

	Rin pulled my attention by saying as Adelaide made her way to the driver's seat of the motorhome. “Come on, we'll follow on the bike, run interference if needed.” I smiled as she grabbed my hand to drag me outside. She was that certain I wanted to be part of this. Though hunting the hunters had some odd appeal to me. It made me feel not as helpless as I have since this all began.

	So I nodded and let the raven-haired woman pull me to her bike. I smirked to myself as I put on the helmet she handed me, realizing that this gave me a reason to put my arms around her chiseled abs again.

	I could almost hear her smile as my hands found their way under her black tee to play with said muscles. Then I remembered something and asked, “What is the Crucible?”

	She called back as she started the bike and we fell behind the motorhome and the little convertible car Shannon was driving. “Clotho, the Maiden of the Fates was able to obtain a shitload of information that Lazarus has been gathering on 'potentials.' Those of us who aren't quite, umm, normal.”

	She spoke louder as the sounds of traffic rose around us when we hit the main streets of the city, “It seems that something of theirs that they are looking for is in Lazarus' base of operations, the Crucible. They've been tracking down and locating all the 'potentials,' who the Fates call Sentinels, in the files. The Fates were successful in locating us where Lazarus has failed. They sort of cheat since they can read all the life threads of people in any given area.”

	Then I got it. “That's why you are in New York? This is where the Crucible is?”

	She nodded. “Best as we can tell. Plus the 'anomaly' is here. A byproduct of their experiments that they have been trying to contain. So we started looking for this anomaly to see if it could lead us to them. And as soon as we hit the city, we felt something... wrong, something that was off. The unnatural feeling led us to... you.”

	Rin's laugh was golden as she said sarcastically, “Pleased to meet you Miss Anomaly.”

	I slapped her shoulder lightly, and she added, “We read that one survivor saw a young woman who had been impaled by a pipe in the train wreck, who staggered away before the first responders arrived. There were Lazarus vehicles in the few pictures of the accident scene which were posted before Lazarus could confiscate them all. Now we know from you that they were transporting some experiments on the train. But what was it that derailed it?”

	She shrugged to herself.

	It seemed that for all they knew about Lazarus, they didn't really have much more on them than I did. She spoke of the other Sentinels they had located, and most had similar encounters with Lazarus, except one. She had a huge smile on her face when she turned back and said at a stoplight, “Wait until you meet Angel. She's amazing. She's heading to New York to meet us.” I almost had a pang of jealousy, but it was amazement I saw in her eyes, not affection.

	She added as we started moving again, “We thought she was just a Sentinel they were trying to locate. Until we found out the man we believe is heading up Lazarus, Commander Alexander Xerxes was involved in an incident with Angel and a street urchin, he had been arrested at a sighting of her, but his charges were mysteriously dropped while he was awaiting trial. So we believe there is more to it than that, it seems personal with Xerxes, but Angel doesn't like to talk about it.”

	I called out as quietly as I could over the wind and motor, “Is she a real... you know... angel?”

	She shook her head with a smirk. “No her name is Angelina Drake, she just goes by Angel. And those wings...” She seemed both awed and jealous of the wings she spoke of. Was it because Rin's were more like hybrid arm wings and not true wings?

	We turned into an alley, and as the Winnebago passed a dumpster, I saw the collar and shackles get thrown out a window into it. I swallowed. Had Kyler found out where the Crucible was?

	The engine of the motorhome revved and it lumbered twice as fast to the end of the alley. That put me on guard, and I felt Rin tense and start snapping her head around at unnatural angles like her head was on a swivel. She revved the motor and started peeling out, spinning us back the way we came, leaving a plume of burning rubber from the turn.

	The girls had turned off and back into traffic on the other end, and just as we lost sight of them, a Lazarus vehicle screeched to a halt at the alley mouth as we arrived. If I had a heart, it would have been thudding in panic, but Rin just started beeping her horn as she popped a wheelie and drove down the sidewalk for a stretch, people were diving out of the way before we hopped the curb back into the street.

	There were four vehicles in hot pursuit of us, as we wove through traffic, my arms tightening around the crazy ninja girl as the motorcycle's engine screamed. I kept tapping her side and pointing at various turns where I knew we could lose them. I knew these streets better than they could ever hope to. After she ignored a few prompts, seemingly slowing down at times to keep them in sight, I realized what she was doing.

	The Lazarus goons hadn't seen the others, she was leading them away from the girls. She was all about protecting her own, and that made me smile in my mini panic attack. I relaxed a little then realized how smart the women were to go on the move when they did. With how fast Lazarus had found us, it would have been that much faster if we had stayed in place. I just hoped Kyler tossed the collar because she found them, and not because she knew they had found us.

	When we were almost cut off by a fifth car on a cross street, the Lazarus men causing a pileup, we wheelied between two cars and Rin whooped then looked back and called out as she raised the visor on her helmet, “That should give them enough time to get hidden again. Now how do we lose these bastards?”

	I couldn't help but just smile at the brave woman for a moment. This made her grin back with a shy smirk. I pointed toward Central Park as I wondered why the police haven't shown up. Had Lazarus warned them off? Did they have that much clout?

	She nodded once, kissed her fingers and placed them on my visor, before slapping her own visor down and heading in the direction I pointed her. I felt the blush on my cheeks and the warm pleasantness in other parts of my body at the memory of our kiss. I hung on dreamily like a smitten kitten more than for dear life after that. I was so lame.

	About twenty minutes later, after leaving our pursuers eating dust, we pulled up at my shanty town below the tracks. She said as she raised her visor and took my helmet, “I gotta check on the girls and see what Ky found out.” She hesitated then dug in a pocket and handed me her cell. “It's a burner. Last number dialed is Atropos'. Call us if you need us.”

	I nodded as Matt, Eliza, and a couple others started gravitating toward us. She said, “I'll let you know what we find out.” Then she hesitated a moment then leaned in quickly to kiss me. I moaned into it, she tasted and smelled so good to me. I had it bad for the dangerous girl.

	She was blushing when she pulled back and slapped down her visor and roared off like a knight on a mechanical steed.

	Ferret was already teasing, “Ooo, you and Rinny the Pooh!” Then she looked at Matt. “You owe me a chocolate bar.”

	He muttered as he wheeled up to me, “Just couldn't keep it in your pants now could you Cam?”

	I knew I was blushing profusely as I said, “I don't know what you're talking about.”

	He chuckled. “You've got a literal hardon for her.”

	I muttered to them, Rin on my mind, “Shut up, both of you. And sorry, Einstein, wrong package.” I grabbed the emptiness between my legs to mock male gear.

	He snorted and wheeled past, laying a hand on my shoulder and saying with humor in his tone, “Not there.” His eyes drifted to my chest before he wheeled away with a satisfied smirk.

	I looked down to see my girls standing at attention. I quickly zipped up my hoodie to hide my chest as I scurried past my roomie to our cardboard castle. I really needed to get a bra, my last one had worn out.

	I glanced back and cocked an eyebrow at her smug look. “Don't think you're getting out of your lessons, get in here runt.”

	She almost skipped to me and whispered to my utter embarrassment as we slipped inside, “So, how is she? Like in bed and stuff? I bet she knows things. I mean, just look at her.”

	Oh. My. God.

	I was not going to discuss this with her. Not that anything happened. A traitorous little voice skipping around throwing little hearts and rainbows added, “Yet.”

	I squeaked out, “Eliza!” And she chuckled. I admit I chuckled too, then warmed wondering how much Rin really did know. I mean, she had the experiences of multiple people in her head. I had to get my thoughts on something constructive. So I pulled out some paper and started writing a pop quiz for the nosy little brat.

	After a good tutorial session then sending Ferret off with a few emergency dollars to get herself and our people at our little village some food, I kept looking at the cell all afternoon I wanted to call Atta to see if I could speak to Rin. I was like a girl pining for her lady. I reminded myself that it was for emergencies.

	Eliza kept smirking at me knowingly. She was a cool kid. She hadn't even batted an eyebrow, finding out this way that I was gay.

	I almost screamed when the cell I was holding started ringing at sunset, while I was out helping to stoke the burn barrels for our community. I was wound up tight!

	I chuckled at myself and looked down. Unknown number. I answered. “Hello?” It was Rin, and I felt flush in anticipation as she spoke, saying she had news, that they think they found the Crucible and wondered if I was up to a little recon.

	I readily agreed. If we could find something out about them, or even threaten to expose their black ops, then maybe I could stop running. Or we might learn enough about them to give me enough knowledge to avoid them altogether.

	And I'd get to see Rin again.

	I had to smile when she shyly said under her breath like she didn't want anyone on the other side of the line to hear. “And this is my new number. You can... umm, call me. Anytime. If you just want to talk.”

	It was so fluffing cute to me that such a dangerous and confident woman could be so shy at times. To my embarrassment, I may have squeaked out, “Ok.”

	She ended the call with, “Great! See you in fifteen.”

	I was all smiles as I hung up. Then I slid into my shelter to get into the least ratty clothes I had. I froze when I realized Ferret had gone to bed early. I had my shirt half off over my head when I felt eyes on me. Shit! What I thought was a pile of blankets had been her snuggling under her covers to keep warm.

	Her eyes were wide and on me. It was like I couldn't move. She was going to run, wasn't she? She was like my little sister, and she saw I was a monster. She indicated she had caught glimpses before, but I have put off the talk.

	I tried to explain as I pulled my shirt back down, but she stopped me with an outstretched hand. And the first thing she asked was miles away from what I expected, “Does it hurt?” She touched my skin next to the gaping hole in my chest. Then she ran her fingers lightly over the ectoplasm, looking curious.

	I swallowed hard. “I... didn't know you were in here.” Her eyes were hard on me like I was misbehaving. I shook my head. “No. It doesn't hurt. Hurt like hell when it happened.”

	She shrugged and said softly, “Well, I'm glad you didn't die, Cam.” Then she turned away and pulled the blankets around herself again and snuggled in.

	I reached out hesitantly and placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “Me too. Love you.” She was such an awesome person.

	She yawned out a, “Love you too. You have to tell me one day.”

	I wasn't a monster to her, and that meant everything to me.

	I got dressed to meet Rin, then stiffened when I heard people yelling, and an ungodly screeching bellow. “What the fuck!?”

	I dashed outside as Ferret rolled out of her cubby. I looked toward the commotion and felt a chill run through me. There were two huge hunched men in cloaks, moving through our little shanty-ville, tossing flaming burn barrels and throwing people like rag dolls as they screeched out in hissing two-toned voices, “Where iss sshe?”

	They wore those collars and shackles that the shadow man had worn. I wondered if they performed a function other than tracking and restraint. Since I hadn't learned what Kyler had found out yet, I was only guessing.

	The most terrifying thing about the men was that their faces had malformed dog muzzles, one had a big malformed claw instead of a hand, and their eyes glowed coal red. It was as if they were half-formed creatures that looked like the Egyptian god, Anubis.

	Their canine nostrils were flaring as they scented the air and their heads snapped toward me, and they pointed and screeched. Were they tracking me by scent? Before they could move toward me, Lewis was there, landing a solid roundhouse kick to the side of one of the biggest one's muzzle. The creature stumbled back a step and shook its head and blocked three quick and powerful blows from the ex-military man.

	Then with a single sweep of its claw, Lewis went spinning through the air with bloody red gashes across his chest, and he hit a support girder solidly. To Lewis' credit, he pushed himself back up to his feet as the two-man things screeched in what sounded like a thousand voices and started charging toward me and slapping aside my screaming family who were trying to run in the process.

	I hissed out as I reached for my bat and stalked toward them, “Oh hell no! Not in my house!” I was scared shitless, but I was more pissed the hell off than frightened. These Lazarus rejects were here, messing with my family, I was done running.

	Again, a chill went through me as Lashon stepped in front of the approaching dog men, holding a gnarled hand up. “Stop! What are you doing here? There's no need for violence.”

	What was she doing? Just one blow and...

	I sprinted toward them in a panic as I called back to Eliza, “Get everyone to safety! Now!” She nodded, and I dove as a heavy fist came down toward Lashon. I stretched my bat. Dear lord, I wasn't going to make it. But with a clank, the fist was knocked away, and then another clank and the lead dog man fell onto its back.

	Relief flooded me when I saw that Matt was there, wielding one of the metal footrests from his wheelchair like a club. The other one dove at Matt but I was finally there, swinging with all my might. With a solid crack, I connected with the elongated jaw of the man.

	He spun back, screeching and grabbing his jaw with his claw. He whipped his face toward me, and his eyes flashed brighter red as his nostrils flared. Then his face took on a manic expression as he hissed out, “It iss you! You will come back to Lasssarus with uss. Sso they can fix uss!”

	He crouched like he was going to spring on me. I caught Ferret in my peripheral vision hustling Lashon away. Good girl.

	Before he could leap, I heard a shattering sound as a bottle of some sort of liquor broke on him, drenching him. We both turned to see Gomez standing there with rage on his face, cheeks puffed out, and a lighter in front of his face. He sneered then blew out alcohol he had in his mouth, over the flame and the Anubis man howled and screeched as his cloak went up in flames like a pyre.

	Gomez muttered at the beast, “Puta!” But a flaming claw shot out and caught him across his throat and down his chest and my eyes widened in horror as the man fell lifelessly to the ground. They had... killed him. Like he was nothing. This thing was no man, it was a monster, just like it appeared.

	I screamed and waded in with my bat as the beast tore off its flaming cloak. It was like hitting a brick wall, but I just kept swinging. If it had to keep blocking me, it couldn't attack, and I never tire. I smirked at that as I just kept swinging in rapid succession. I don't think I was doing much good, but it was giving our people time to evacuate.

	Matt was holding the other one off with his footrest in one hand and a huge military looking knife in the other. That was the one I had seen him tucking under his seat from time to time. The man never ceased to amaze me. He seemed to be holding his own against the creature with much greater strength, from his chair.

	My hopes sank when I noted the severe burns all over the man I fought seemed to heal before my very eyes. How could we fight something that apparently couldn't be hurt, at least for very long? It got some distance from me, and I stood sideways to it, my bat held out like a blade and growled at it, “Get the hell out of here, and tell Lazarus to leave my people and me the hell alone!”

	It gave a hissing, chuffing, chuckle as it tore off its shirt to show a malformed but massively muscular chest as it rolled its head around on its shoulders, cracking its neck. “You, little girl, are coming with uss. They ssay they can fix uss with you.”

	He started stepping toward me, and then a streak of darkness and shadow blurred down from above, and Rin was there! She was in her full Raven form, her legs wrapped around his neck, her momentum carried them to the ground as she somehow pivoted to bring him down, slamming to the asphalt.

	She rolled away before he could grab her, and she came up between us, hissing menacingly at the Anubis which hissed right back. Then she said in that odd two-tone voice of this form, “Bad dog.”

	She flicked her... claws, and a baton and some sort of segmented blade snicked out. She was small but looked massively dangerous just then. And I realized as I stared at the weapons, that when we had fought that first time, she probably could have taken me at any moment. I didn't have any clue she had any weapons beyond her claws.

	She looked at me and cocked a feathery eyebrow. “Still with the bat? It's badass and street as fuck, but really?”

	I rolled my eyes that she could quip while monsters had killed one of my family and were trying to take me away to some sort of Lazarus lab. But good lord was she sexy as hell looking like some sort of harbinger of death just then.

	I told her as the thing charged, “They can't be hurt, they heal almost immediately.”

	She stepped aside at the last moment, allowing it to get to me. My eyes widened in panic as I raised my bat to intercept its grasping hands. With a snick, it froze just as it grabbed my weapon. Then almost in slow motion, its head seemed to slide down. It was unnatural, and I realized it was more than just that as it kept sliding until it fell off its body and landed at my feet with a hollow thunk. And I was being bathed in black blood that sprayed from its neck as the body fell.

	I blinked and saw a smirking Rin standing there in her human form, her arm out straight behind her with that segmented blade back behind her in a martial arts stance, the gleaming steel black with blood. She winked at me. “You'd be amazed at how many things can't live without a head, no matter how fast they heal.”

	We turned to the other scuffle, to see Lewis and Matt barely holding their own against the other. That's when a police cruiser came barreling around the corner, lights strobing. Now they come! Where were they earlier, and where were they today when the black ops cars were chasing us?

	The cop slid out of his car and leveled his weapon at us, his eyes widening at the sight of the huge malformed dog man. “NYPD! E-everyone stay where you are!” His hand was shaking as he looked at the Anubis. Then he called in on his shoulder radio while keeping his weapon swinging between the creature and the one on the ground in front of Rin. “This is car Bravo Thirteen, I need backup at the...”

	Before he could finish, the Anubis was running at him. Its shoulders were knocked back first one way then the other, as the officer shot, again and again, every bullet hitting center mass, but the creature just kept running at him as it screeched in pain.

	Trinity cussed under her breath, “Shit!” Then she ran in a shadowy black blur, faster than any human could, toward the dog man. I winced, as fast as she was, she had been too far away, the Anubis slammed into the police cruiser's door with pile-driving force, trapping the cop between the door and doorframe with a sickening crunch and gurgle as we heard bones snapping as his chest was crushed.

	Rin leapt the last twenty-five feet, gliding as she shrieked, her blade slipping through the creature's neck just like the other as I shook my head in amazement over her lethality.

	The next moment I was screaming in pain like my body was on fire when a collar was snapped around my neck from behind, and I was yanked back into a vehicle.

	



	


Chapter 10 – Lazarus

	My existence was pain for so long I didn't know how much time had passed, but I slowly started to get used to the pain, and for a moment I thought I was still in the train wreck with that pipe impaling me. In a moment of panic, I could feel I was suspended upright. My mind reasoned that it was by some sort of wrist restraints and not a pipe.

	And just like in the accident, the white-hot pain slowly turned into a thrumming background pain, like I was building up a tolerance to it. It must be something similar to my ability to never tire anymore. As my vision came back to me as I found it easier and easier to ignore the pain, a large Lazarus logo painted on a corrugated metal wall came into focus. I could hear voices around me stop as that annoying screaming woman finally stopped caterwauling, and was just gasping and whimpering instead. Just like me.

	Oh, umm, never mind. Heh.

	There were three men and a woman, all dressed in lab coats staring at me as I looked around to take in the heavily armed and armored Lazarus goons that were ringed around us, weapons leveled at me.

	I could see cages behind them with various deformed and monstrous looking people wearing collars. One woman with a deformed parody of a scaled snake's head, sat in her cage staring at me with reptilian eyes, a forked tongue snicking out between two very long fangs to taste the air. All of the captives but her wore those big black cloaks to hide their deformed bodies, she... wore the same armor that the soldiers around us did. Were they... were they running experiments on their own people?

	Snake girl saw my attention on her, and her lipless reptilian mouth smiled a cruel smile, or was it just that it was on her malformed serpent face? She opened her mouth a bit to show off her glistening fangs, dripping with what I could only assume was poison. Nope, no misinterpretation there, she was just an asshole. I rolled my eyes at her. Idiot was in a cage, she was no better off than me? And they were her own people, ha!

	One of the lab coats said nervously to the others, “The collar stopped working.”

	Another pointed a device at me and pressed a button, I glared at them, and another said, “Try cycling it.”

	The first man pointed the remote at me and turned the collar off, and my clenched jaw relaxed as the burning pain that was just a buzz in the background stopped. Then I clenched my teeth again as he turned it back on. My arms and legs straining against the shackles that seemed magnetized to the upright metal table I was stuck to like a butterfly on a pin.

	He was a nervous, panicky sort as he almost whined out, “It isn't working. How are we supposed to detain her until the Commander shows up?”

	The woman in the lab coat narrowed her eyes a bit as she studied my eyes. I was pushing all my hate through them as we stared at each other. Something about her unnerved me as she approached, slapping the man with the remote on the back of the head as he kept toggling the collar on and off. “Stop!” She got right in my face, her eyes staring into my soul. “No, I don't think that's it. I think she's used to it now.”

	Her gaze unnerved me until I caught a whiff of decomposing flesh. Then I knew why her eyes unnerved me, they were dead, I saw no spark of life in them. Was she... was she like me? I noted a little pouch around her neck that had odd markings on it like it were some sort of talisman.

	She just studied me closely, her face too close to mine and I could smell that decomposition on her breath, as one of the lab coats said, “We need to get her into a containment cage before she gets loose! We couldn't get any of the tissue samples the director wanted, any tissue removed just dissolved. She has no fluids to extract.”

	Tissue samples? I glanced down at myself, were they already treating me like a lab rat? I looked up to my arm and saw a series of small translucent areas by my wrist. Fuckers!

	The woman shook her head slowly. “No. If she possessed any superhuman abilities, she would have broken loose the moment she blocked out the pain collar's signal.”

	She looked pleased as she took a scalpel from a tray, and without any warning, she stabbed it deep into my leg. I bit back a scream as she smiled at the reaction. She turned her head toward the man and said, “See? New pain works. Whatever prevents her from bleeding out, must also afford her the ability to ignore constant pain stimuli. She's what the director has been looking for, immortality without deformation, now we just have to reverse engineer what makes...”

	She turned her head back toward me, and I cut her off by slamming my forehead forward to connect solidly with her nose. I felt the satisfying crunch of cartilage as I broke her nose. Oddly, she didn't bleed much as she screamed and raked my face with her fingernails. I winced as she peeled off skin. Oh god no. I couldn't hide that. How could I hide translucent gouges on my face? She was snarling, “You bitch!”

	Then another woman's voice snapped, “Alania!”

	My attacker's face went slack, and she just stood there, motionless like a department store mannequin, I saw black sludge instead of blood oozing from her broken nose, and it reeked of death.

	I looked up as the soldiers parted, to see who had stopped this macabre marionette. A gorgeous middle-aged black woman with silvering hair stepped up on the arm of a man in different body armor than the others. The man had Egyptian or Middle Eastern heritage, and looked very much in charge and very, very dangerous the way his eyes took in everything. This had to be Xerxes.

	I thought I caught a whiff of decomposition as this new woman reached up to tilt my head from side to side, looking at the new scratches on my face. She looked back to the man as she still held my chin and said in a decidedly creole accent, “This is not Vodun. She yet lives, you can feel the life in her and see it in her eyes.”

	I pulled back from her grasp then snapped at her hand, catching a finger and biting down, hard. It tasted rancid, like rotted meat as she screamed then punched me... hard... with her other hand. I was shocked by the force of the strike, and think I heard my neck snap as I released her finger. The bitch broke my neck! I wondered how that worked with my new reality. How many bones had I broken in the accident and since then? Were they translucent ectoplasm too?

	I looked back at her then rolled my head, cracking my neck as I gave her a defiant grin. But then I blanched when the man said in a soothing tone, “Dear, sweet Abigail, we mustn't break the merchandise. Just that display alone shows us that she is the answer we both seek. The key to immortality. Everlasting life.”

	Abigail? This was the Abigail Truit that Adelaide and Rin had been hunting? That meant... I spit, trying to get the taste of dead zombie flesh out of my mouth. Eww! Gross, gross, gross! That meant the meat puppet still just standing there was one of her zombie thralls. She must have some lab expertise for Truit to keep her around and give her the autonomy I saw before she was switched off like a broken toy.

	I muttered, “Zombie bitch.”

	She was instantly in my face, I could see rage, and more life than was in her puppet's reflected in her eyes. But I could also see a film of death in them. That alone erased the beautiful, upper-crust socialite appearance she had so meticulously crafted.

	She hissed. “You will take care of that pesky affliction for me. And when this is all over, maybe I'll make you into one of my toys for your insolence.”

	Ok, that scared the hell out of me and choked back any retort I was about to volley back at her. Instead, I swallowed, then tried to slam my forehead forward.

	I had barely started the motion when her hand blurred forward, a single finger on my forehead, stopping my attack. She was lightning fast and abnormally strong... like Rin. She studied me a moment and then looked back to Xerxes. “She's magnificent, Alexander.”

	He nodded and offered as he stepped up beside her, “And a surprisingly elusive pain in the ass.” He didn't even acknowledge me as he told her, “Be a dear and do the voodoo you do so well? We need to know exactly what occurred to make her this way. We know it wasn't the thread, it has warped five others beyond recognition in our attempts. We need every detail.”

	She nodded at him and growled as he took a couple steps away. “It isn't voodoo, Alex, it is Vodun.” I looked from him to her, just to get a face full of white dust she blew at me. I pulled back and hit the back of my head on the upright table I was pinned to.

	Then she said to me, “Miss Tourvell, will you be a dear and tell us the events of the night that you became... this?” She touched my cheek over the new scratches. “You can remember in excruciating detail as it plays in slow motion in your memory.”

	She snapped, and Alania came back to life, shooting a quick death glare at Abigail, then pulling out a recorder from her pocket. I leaned toward the recorder she held toward me, my eyes never leaving Truit as I said in a sweet tone, “You need to step back, the corpse smell is god awful.”

	Ow! I didn't even see the slap coming. She stepped back to Xerxes and said as she glared at me, “She's resisting it somehow.”

	Resisting what? Was this cocaine or something she blew at me? Sorry lady, but drugs have no effect on me anymore. Probably because my blood, or what passes for it, doesn't circulate anymore.

	The man said in frustration as he narrowed his eyes at my chest, “She isn't breathing.”

	She shook her head. “It would work just in contact with her skin, a little slower, but it would have been absorbed.”

	He sighed in exasperation and nodded. “I was afraid of that. We hit her with enough tranquilizers to kill an elephant, and it never slowed her down. I don't think drugs affect her new physical makeup. That's why we switched to acid darts. We've seen that she still feels pain, and they cause that in spades without any lasting damage.”

	Then he smiled cruelly. “One thing I have learned over the centuries is all the unique ways to use pain to break someone. So if she won't give us what we need voluntarily, I'll just have to extract it myself.”

	Torture? Oh, fuck no. Was that a glee and madness glittering in his eyes? He was insane, and I could tell he enjoyed inflicting pain on others.

	I strained against the shackles with all my might. I could feel the fire of tendons tearing in my left arm, losing a bit more of myself inside as the electronic shackle slid two inches along the table. I hesitated and then gave them a cruel grin of my own, Alexander looked both surprised and worried. You'd be surprised how strong a human can be if they ignore the pain and damage they do to themselves. I was getting really good at ignoring pain.

	He turned slowly from me, eyes on mine as he said to the soldiers, “Get a helicopter sent over from the Crucible. It looks like I'll be spending some quality time with young Cameron here.”

	Ok, I was afraid. Well, I was already scared shitless being in this predicament, but I knew that this man enjoyed torturing people, and I had no particular need to know just how good he was at it.

	As a man relayed his instructions over a radio, Xerxes turned, offered an elbow to Abigail, and they marched off together as she accepted his arm regally.

	Ew... just ew. She was dead, didn't he care about that? I shivered at the unpleasant thought of those two umm... together. Ew, ew, ew! Now I need to bleach the thought out of my brain. But my more immediate concern was getting free. I had no immediate desire to see how much pain I could take.

	Alania whispered into my ear, “This, I'm going to enjoy.”

	I slammed my head sideways, and with a stab of pain, I felt more cartilage in her nose breaking. I had to stop hitting things with my head, at least the pain left as soon as it came.

	I said smugly, “Whatever float's your boat, corpse.”

	She stood from where she had bent over, holding her nose. Then she said indignantly, in a very nasal tone that gave me a slight bit of satisfaction, “Would you stop doing that?”

	I shrugged. “Dead meat has to be tenderized.”

	Ok, she has a good left hook for a dead girl. That hurt. She almost spat out, “I'll live this way forever. It was a gift from Abigail.”

	I chuckled. “A gift? You're her little meat puppet. You saw how she just turned you off like a flickering lightbulb? You're just a tool to her, and when you outlive your usefulness...” I left it open-ended.

	She looked between me and the back of her master as she and Alexander left the building with half the soldiers in tow. By the look on her face, she was just starting to realize that this gift of hers might not be all it is cracked up to be. I pushed, “You're her slave.”

	She shook her head. “She's given me more autonomy than the others.”

	I nodded and said, “So you can just leave if you want to?”

	She answered a little too quickly, “Abigail said I had to stay here.”

	I smiled at the look on her face as her outburst surprised her. I saw all sorts of emotions flash across her face and I almost felt sorry for her as she realized the truth of my words. She didn't have free will, she was governed by Abigail's will, she was just as much a captive as I was. Wonder how good her eternal afterlife is looking to her now.

	She saw the smug grin on my face and made a shrieking, exasperated sound and marched off, telling the other lab coats, “Prepare her for transport.”

	Transport. Alexander indicated that this warehouse wasn't the Crucible. I could smell salt air, so this warehouse had to be by the docks somewhere. And wherever their base of operations was, it wasn't close by if they needed a helicopter to move me. Damn it. I felt helpless, and all the bravado in the world wasn't going to help me out of this mess, would it?

	That's when the gunfire and screaming began.

	



	


Chapter 11 – Rescue

	One of the lab techs hit a button on a control, and my hands slid together, those damn electronic shackles pulling together magnetically, and I couldn't stop them. Then the same happened to my feet as the soldiers all ran toward the doors toward the gunshots and commotion outside.

	One soldier stayed behind, a rifle style grenade launcher aimed at me. Was he really that afraid of me? He saw I was helpless. And the idiot would be caught in the blast from that thing standing so close to me.

	Some of the malformed test subjects started going wild and slamming against the sides of their cages, and I had to swallow as I saw snake girl's eyes were on mine. Her long forked tongue licked her lips. I shuddered. I was more afraid of her than of Truit. Though Xerxes was a bigger monster than both of them, even though he was human. He scared me shitless.

	The two lab coats were pale as ghosts as my table lowered down to a horizontal position. The building shook as something outside exploded. I think they were going to pee their pants. They were human, unlike their undead zombie cohort. And they definitely weren't anything that resembled military.

	The one with the remote looked at me, anxiety in his eyes and he hit another button, and I tensed as current arced out of the collar and into me. It hurt like hell, but it quickly receded into a simple migraine as my body adapted almost immediately to it this time. God, what a sadistic thing to grow a tolerance to.

	More gunfire erupted, and I heard thumps on the metal roof above. What the hell was going on? A wicked smile started to grow when I realized it had to be Rin and the girls, they must have found me somehow... Kyler!

	The half-human beasts in the cages went crazy as the soldier, who had been looking toward the door, just sort of slumped to the ground to reveal a short woman with a huge grin on her face and a brick in her hand.

	She grabbed the grenade launcher from his slack hands and looked at me and explained like it was common sense, “Hi. This looks interesting, it's mine now.” She racked it as the lab coats started whimpering, one hiding behind my table. She turned toward some military transports at the far end of the warehouse as she argued with nobody, “I know. Just shut up and leave me alone. I know! God, Stacy!” Then she pulled the trigger.

	My ears were ringing when one of the transports blew up, and a hail of shrapnel damaged two others. She turned back to me smiling and nodding. “Yup. This is mine.”

	I probably would have instinctively smiled back at the pleased as punch pixie if the damn collar wasn't still trying to electrocute me.

	She racked the grenade launcher again, cocked her hip, and rested the butt of the weapon on said hip. She winked at me. “Have ya out in two shakes.” Then said as she pointed between the two men, “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.” She leveled the launcher in our direction, and my eyes widened, but she said as she let the barrel of the weapon droop a bit, “Yo, pasty face. You mind undoing our girl here? We're sort of on a schedule here, I mean, escape and all, helloooo?”

	I swear I could hear the man's knees knocking as he squeaked out, “I... I have orders.” Then she snapped to the side, “Shut up! I'm working here. See? Finger... trigger?”

	She shrugged and brought the barrel back up. The insane woman wasn't really going to shoot and kill us all was she? The man squeaked and then hit the remote, and the background pain stopped, and a moment later I heard clicking as the shackles released.

	I spun off the table, my feet shooting out to knock the second man back and he stumbled, arms windmilling as he fell back on his butt and slid against the cage with snake girl. A... tail... I kid you not, whipped out between the bars and around his neck and I could hear a crunching sound as she crushed his esophagus and likely broke his vertebrate.

	She looked at me as I looked on in horror, not meaning to have facilitated that. “A sssnack. Mmm.” Whether she said that to unnerve me or she really meant it, I was sufficiently unnerved as I clawed the collar off my neck.

	I spun on the other cowering man with the remote and snatched it from him and had to hit him twice in the face with the collar to stop his flailing hands before I could get the torture device on him. I hit the 'lock' then 'activate' buttons on it. He screamed like a little girl as he fell to the ground convulsing as his ear-shattering squealing continued. I stomped on the remote and turned to my unlikely savior.

	She was sporting a toothy grin on her face as she looked between him and me and asked, “Douchenozzle?”

	I nodded and affirmed, “Douchenozzle.”

	She grinned wider and moved past me saying, “Sweet,” then paused to look at my face. “That's pretty.” I flinched when her hand touched my cheek by the new scratches across it.

	Then the building shook again when something else farther down the building blew up. I looked at her in concern, and she shrugged. “That's Hailey's version of a distraction. Me? I would'a just moonwalked past the sentries and ran when the alarm went up, but she's real good at making a mess.”

	I blinked at her, what was she babbling about? I pulled a pistol from the unconscious soldier as she brightened and said, “Oh, I'm Mouse by the way, and this blonde Barbie is Stacy. You must be Cam. Rin is so worried about you.”

	Then she winged a thumb toward the gunfire up front as we heard sirens approaching in the distance. “While Hailey keeps them distracted, I'm supposed to get you to Angel for our getaway.”

	She thought there was a blonde girl with us? She really was insane. But she was getting me the hell out of this Lazarus pit, so beggars can't be choosers.

	Her eyes were on the cages, and they narrowed as she said absently to me, “Up the stairs and down the corridor to the end. I have something to do.”

	I started toward the metal stairs that went up to some sort of office level on a catwalk but hesitated when I looked back to see her approaching the cages. What was she up to? When she gave me a plaintive glance and nudge of her chin, I nodded and obediently ran up the stairs.

	I started down the corridor and then froze when I saw a huge broken out window and sunlight streaming in. It was daytime? Just how long had it taken for me to get out of the fog of pain which the collar had me in?

	Then I gasped when a figure stepped in front of the window, I covered my eyes to try to make out the silhouette, thinking a soldier had blocked my escape. It was the silhouette of a shapely woman, and then with a unfurling and snapping sound, like canvas being pulled taut, great wings spread out, blocking most of the bright sun, causing a halo around her as I focused on the beautiful woman.

	It was an angel. And she asked, “Cameron?”

	Mouse came walking past, her hand raising to shut my gaping mouth, saying, “Yes yes, pretty Angel. But my Angel. Come on let's get going.”

	I had to smile as she walked right up to the woman and gave her a quick peck on the lips as one of those great wings wrapped around her lovingly.

	Then she unwrapped her and cocked an eyebrow at the grenade launcher. Mouse told her, “It's mine, I found it. That's the rule.”

	The angel smirked at her and said with humor, “Hailey won't let you keep that you know.”

	She growled back, “The GI Jane is no fun. I still don't know why you let her hang around with us. Besides her being hawt enough to melt our eyeballs.”

	The Angel just ignored Mouse and turned to me. “Airlift?”

	Mouse turned back toward the corridor and leveled the weapon like she was standing guard.

	I shrugged and stepped up to the window to look out. Across the way was a lower warehouse and a woman in full combat gear and shock green hair was running across the roof as men below shot at the roof. She didn't slow at the end and just leapt off the roof.

	She hit and pushed off a light pole on her way down then slammed into the wall of the warehouse she had just leapt off of in the rebound, shoulder first, and just landed on the ground in a roll, firing two semi-automatic pistols at the soldiers the whole time. Holy shit!

	The angel was smirking at me and said, “That's Hailey, she's my bartender.” Then she said more seriously, “Let's get you out of here, Rin is out of her mind with worry.” She nudged a chin toward the men below, and I saw two black feathered women dancing through the gunfire to draw it away from this Hailey woman.

	Rin!

	Then the doors burst open below, and all of the caged experiments flowed out. None of them had collars on as they attacked the soldiers. That was what Mouse had done! The men all turned their weapons on the new attackers.

	Then I was gleeping as Angel dove at me and looped her hands under my arms and pulled us out the window. It was a thirty-foot drop! Her wings again sounded like a sail catching the wind as they stretched wide. And we glided in the direction Hailey went, wings flapping twice. It was exhilarating!

	I wanted to whoop out loud at the feeling of flying but didn't want to draw attention to us.

	Over the sound of the wind rushing past, the woman said, “Umm, though I can glide with a load, there's a tiny problem. I still haven't figured out how to land with a passenger.”

	Huh? “Ooof!” We slammed into a dumpster at the speed of a full run with a hollow thrumming bang.

	She helped me up off the ground and brushed off my shoulders with the tips of those amazing wings of hers. She smiled a toothy apology to me and said, “Angel, by the way. And no, not a real angel.”

	I nodded dumbly, responding, “Cam.”

	She grinned as I stared at her slack-jawed. “So, Hailey is waiting.” She urged me on with one of her wings on my back.

	I saw the military woman at the end of the alley peeking around a corner, glancing my way as her eyes scanned for any enemy.

	Then Angel took two running steps, and with a downstroke of those amazing white wings, she was airborne, soaring back the way we came. I gasped as Mouse just slung her weapon over her shoulder and leapt out the window, but Angel was already there, catching her in mid-fall and they glided back our way.

	I smiled at the sight then turned and ran to the woman wielding dual pistols. She looked like she belonged in some Mercenary Monthly magazine. Badass as hell.

	Holy sex-cicle on two legs, Batman. Hailey looked to be in her mid to late thirties but appeared to be some sort of military goddess. She winked at me, making me want to titter like a teen girl, and said, “Hiya, darlin'.” Then she teased the old Terminator schtick, “Come with me if you want to live.”

	Angel and Mouse swooped up, and Mouse hit the ground running smoothly like they had practiced the move as Angel landed. They just kept running past us as a bullet hit nearby, Mouse urging, “Any time ladies.”

	We started to follow as Mouse unslung the grenade launcher to sweep the parking lot we emerged into. Hailey, fast as lightning, snaked a hand out to snag the weapon from the smaller woman. Mouse complained, “Hey! That's mine!” The green haired mercenary adeptly disassembled the weapon as we ran, leaving pieces on the ground behind her, and she pocketed one piece before she drew a pistol.

	Mouse complained as we angled toward motorcycle with a sidecar, “You owe me two kickass guns now.”

	I hadn't even noticed that the gunfire had stopped, since I could still hear screams behind us as the abominations had at the men who had held them in cages, until Rin roared up on her motorcycle, shooting me a worried but relieved look. Adelaide, driving Shannon's little convertible, screeched to a halt beside us all and called out, “Get in Cam,” as the other woman jumped on the motorcycle with the sidecar.

	I didn't have to be told twice as I yanked the passenger side door open and dove in after giving Rin a smile. She had found me and came to save me. I loved her shy returning smile as she looked down at the ground.

	The moment the door was closed, the little sporty Miata burned some rubber as I was pressed back into the seat from the acceleration as the motorcycles ran vanguard.

	I kept looking back in paranoid panic, waiting for the Lazarus vehicles to appear from everywhere in pursuit as we merged with the busy morning traffic of New York City. But none came. I was about to sigh in relief when a military helicopter swooped down between the buildings which were getting taller and taller the deeper into the city we went.

	Shit!

	I heard Angel's voice over a radio on the dashboard, “I got this, keep going.”

	Then I glanced over to see her let go of Hailey's waist on the motorcycle and spread her wings. They caught the air immediately, and she flew back in a soaring arc toward our airborne pursuers. I saw people all around us on the sidewalks and cars gawking at the sight, some pulling out their cells to take pictures. My god, she was exposing herself in broad daylight... for me. I felt like shit.

	I thought of how Rin, Adelaide, and Kyler had exposed themselves to my shanty-ville as well. They were fighting an endgame here, where their secrets were going to come out one way or another. I understood, but I still felt bad being the catalyst for it.

	I heard Hailey on the radio, “Sic'em Angel, see you at extraction.”

	I looked up into the air to see Angel do a barrel roll past the helicopter's cockpit, and it veered off to chase her. Adelaide was watching it in her rearview mirror as police and fire vehicles shot past in the other lanes toward the warehouse. She said with a large helping of admiration, “They'll never catch her. Did you see her wings?” Little black feathers seemed to sprout to decorate her black curls.

	Heh, it was the same wing envy I heard in Rin's voice when she spoke of Angel. Was it a bird thing? It was like they admired Angel's ability to truly fly instead of just the gliding they did with their pseudo wings.

	My mind drifted back to the fight I was abducted from, and I almost panicked. “Is Rin on this thing?” I pointed at the radio and Adelaide nodded. I grabbed it and looked over at Hailey with Mouse in the sidecar. Oh, maybe Mouse was on the radio when she was talking to people who weren't there. I felt silly now, thinking she heard voices. But... she had tried to introduce me to thin air...

	I shook it out of my head and then pressed the button and blurted out urgently, “Rin? My people?” Please let them be ok.

	I heard a motor roar as she got closer to my window and gave me a big smile as she said as she reached her hand between her helmet and her ear, “Besides losing Gomez, everyone is ok. A little shaken but ok. Damn, Matt is one badass mother fu...”

	I interrupted, “Rin!”

	Her grin grew. But she was right, Matt hadn't hesitated to help protect our community, even against creatures with tons more strength than normal men. “Though I'm sure Lazarus is having conniptions since the NYPD showed up at the scene and carted off the bodies of those deformed men before seeing to it everyone got medical attention.”

	Crap. It seems that more and more supernatural and paranormal shit is being exposed because of this whole mess. Maybe it is time for these Sentinels to make themselves known. I absently thought of what sort of mutagenic gene sequencing they had been doing on those test subjects to get results like that. There had to be a scientific basis.

	And my guess is that they delivered it with some sort of viral pathogen since I was somehow infected just by coming into contact with their research. Possibly unlocking long-dead genetic sequences and markers. But the way the Anubis men healed... were they more like me? Some sort of energy bleed from a pocket dimension supplying the power for the cells to regenerate so quickly?

	Then Rin was asking, “Are you... are you ok Cam? I'm sorry. They grabbed you, but they had ten men there backing them up. By the time I fought through, I couldn't find the transport.” She sounded worried sick, and that made my belly warm.

	I shook my head. “Its ok, I was the bonehead who got caught.”

	Then Hailey was on, “Hey, lovebirds, radio silence, ok?”

	Ok, that had me blushing as I put the radio back on the dashboard. Adelaide grinned at my embarrassment and shared almost softly, “Trin really has it bad for you. She was almost inconsolable when she told us Lazarus had you. Ky had back-traced the data packets to the Crucible there, and that's when Angel arrived. That Hailey woman set up a hell of a plan to get you out, she has to be ex-special forces or something.”

	She snorted to herself and said, “And Soc Au' Lait, if she's not hot as hell too.” Then she added with a smirk, “The three of them wouldn't let us Ravens take the three ghosts with Mouse, to their final destination. And I think that Hailey could probably stop us. It takes all our self-control not to try.”

	Mouse was really talking to... ghosts? They had to be some sort of resonant echo of the synaptic energy of the brain of the deceased rebounding off the same surface tension barrier between dimensions that is holding me together, right?

	I caught Addy smirking. I blurted, “What?”

	She shook her head. “Rin said you think everything is explainable by science.”

	“I... she... It can.”

	“Then do it.”

	“I can't.” Then I held up a hand to her smug face as I qualified. “Yet.”

	She kept smirking for a second until her eyes narrowed in concern as she kept glancing at me. “Are you ok?”

	My hand drifted up to my face to tentatively touching the new addition to it. I could feel the familiar ectoplasm in lines on my face that I hid on other parts of myself. I'd never be able to go out in public again after this. There was no way to hide parts of my face being translucent. I didn't even want to look in the mirror to see the damage.

	I nodded and said without much conviction, “I'm fine.”

	She said softly, “It looks painful. What... what did they do to you there? It took us a few hours to rally the troops. It was all we could do to keep Rin from just charging in.”

	I didn't want to think about the pain they had kept me in. As far as anything else, I felt I gave as good as I got, even being restrained as I was. “Doesn't hurt. That's my curse. Losing pieces of myself. One day, I might lose all of myself.”

	I wanted to steer the conversation from that unsavory thought, so I went back to something she had said. “That wasn't the Crucible. It was some sort of transport hub. They had their experiments there in cages waiting to be moved. Xerxes and Truit were calling a helicopter to transport me to the Crucible.”

	The next moment I was thrown into the dashboard as she slammed on the brakes. I started to blurt out, “What the hell, woman!?” But froze when I saw a huge hissing hooked beak in my face.

	She hissed out as she looked from me to the back window as the motorcycles stopped to flank us and cars on the street honked their horns, “Truit is here?” There was rage and hate in the eyes of the almost full avian woman in front of me.

	I nodded hesitantly. “Yes. They left before you arrived.”

	She hissed again and seemed to just now realize she had stopped traffic and was in Raven Maid form which looked twice as menacing as Rin's. An instant later she was Adelaide again, and she started driving.

	I shared an abbreviated version of what had occurred and shared that there was the scientist woman who was a zombie there too. This made her give me a wicked grin. “Good. I saw Rin take a zombie in a white lab coat down. She'd have intel on their plans if they shared with the woman. Maybe we can finally stop Abigail.”

	I absently wondered how big the coincidence. That both Lazarus and Truit were here and seemed to be working together. All of the Sentinels here seemed connected to Lazarus, Xerxes, and Truit. I personally don't believe in coincidences. Something more was going on here than met the eye, and it didn't bode well for other... umm... not ordinary women like us.

	After taking a circuitous route around Manhattan, backtracking and spending time under the elevated train platforms, we wound up pulling up to the Winnebago where it hid under the awning of a loading dock in the back alley of a building which was being renovated.

	I had to smile when we got out of the car, when Kyler exploded from the motorhome and dove into Adelaide's arms, squeaking out, “Mom-ish!”

	Adelaide kissed the top of her head and murmured into it, “Mon petit amour.”

	Then my smile almost split my face as Eliza poked her head out the door of the rolling home and then grinned and ran to me to hug me too. “Cam!”

	“Squirt.”

	Then she pulled back to look at me. “Your face, are you ok?” She was touching my cheek with concern on her face. I smiled to reassure her I was fine as I realized just how relieved I was that she was safe with the Ravens.

	She pulled back as Rin got off her bike, hung her helmet on the handlebars, then marched right up to me like she was mad, and then planted an angry kiss on my mouth before stalking off into the motorhome and slamming the door... which just popped back open to swing idly.

	Oh, my. My cheeks were burning as I looked at the others while Shannon came out of the Winnebago on her tiptoes like she didn't want to wake an angry lion. Atropos followed a moment later with a shit eating grin on her face.

	I looked around at all the faces looking at me as Angel landed behind Mouse, her great white feathered wings swishing forward to wrap around her girl. Adelaide was first to address the situation, “We're not going in there.”

	It was a prompt. I swallowed to look at all the cowards and then took a deep breath I didn't need to steel myself and slipped into the motorhome, making sure to close the door behind me gently. Why did it feel like I was marching to my doom?

	I approached the sulking woman and gave a weak smile, “Umm... hi?”

	She spun on me.

	



	


Chapter 12 – Planning

	So, it wound up taking about fifteen minutes to calm Rin down. It was apparent that she had become extremely attached to me in such a short time. I think it was part of the animal instinct I saw in her when she cocked her head at inhuman angles as we spoke. I was pretty damn attached to the cute bird-brain myself.

	When she was sufficiently convinced I was ok, and that I was aware of how much she had worried, we wound up in a lip lock that was so lustful and erotic that it had me needing a change of panties. It was so full of heat, of need and want that I felt my entire body buzzing in desire.

	We increased the intensity of the kiss as our hands started roaming over each other's bodies. Then I almost screamed in shock when Kyler said from right behind us, “They're just sucking face now. It's safe to come in.”

	Jesus!

	Rin looked like she almost jumped out of her own skin as she blurted, “I'm going to kill you Squish! Don't sneak up on people like that!”

	Then to my extreme pleasure, she took my hand and pulled me into the bench seat on her side of the little table, and just kept ahold of my hand as she laced our fingers. It felt so natural, so... right.

	Rin then addressed me as people crowded into the motorhome with smug looks on their faces, “Don't do that to me again.”

	I shrugged, and she glared, and they laughed. I muttered, “I hate you all.”

	Adelaide and Shannon took the bench on the other side of the table.

	That was the cue for us to start the sharing of 'intel' and 'debriefing' as Hailey, who sat on the tiny kitchenette, said.

	The young ones and Atropos all climbed up to sit on the edge of the upper bunk that hung over the cab of the motorhome, swinging their feet.

	Mouse and Angel stood by the door, Angel with her wings cocooning her girl. It looked both cute and cozy like they did that all the time.

	Hailey reached out absently to almost lovingly pluck a loose feather off Angel's wing, and my overactive imagination cocked an eyebrow. Were the three of them... a couple?

	When Mouse growled, “Mine,” and reached a hand through the large blanket of feathers to slap Hailey's hand, I almost blushed at my train of thought. Nope. I guess not.

	We spent the next hour going over what I heard and saw, and Rin looked almost pained when she shared a lot of details I didn't know, like the purpose for the experiments and where the Crucible actually was. I was about to ask how she knew, but the pain in her eyes told me she gained the information in the way her kind did. I swallowed remembering Adelaide telling me that Rin had taken down the zombie lab coat.

	She now had intimate knowledge of the inner workings of Lazarus. And that unpleasant lab worker was now a permanent part of my bird girl. I almost shuddered at the thought. Again I wondered how these women determined where they ended, and the foreign thoughts and personalities began. It took a strong person to know who they were and not let anything change that.

	I found myself squeezing her hand, and I swear I felt her relax, if just a bit.

	I listened as she shared, “So this Xerxes, under the auspices of National Security and making super soldiers, is trying to gain immortality. And Truit, just wants to be alive again. So why exactly are they working together? And why hasn't Xerxes just grabbed Abigail to study? I'm sure zombie soldiers are just as effective as ones modified with whatever experiments they are performing on those poor soldiers.”

	I answered before any of them could. “Because, the experiments are just a cover for his real desire, to be immortal. She's just a tool to use toward those ends, and she sees him the same. God, a match made in hell.”

	Then I looked over to Angel, who looked almost haunted as we spoke of Xerxes, “And how do you fit into the puzzle? I heard there was an incident with you and him at one point? He just wants DNA or something?”

	Mouse shrugged in her feathered cocoon. “She's a Djinn, a genie. Grants wishes. He wants to enslave her for her power to wish him young again. She won't.” The woman looked equal parts smug and proud of that assertion, so punctuated it with a quick peck on her girl's lips.

	My mind was boggling. “Whoa, wait, back up. A genie? Like, rub your lamp and get three wishes, Genie?” That was impossible, yet... my hand drifted up to my cheek.

	Angel looked almost angered as she shook her head. “Not like that. My line is cursed. Once we hit adulthood, our power manifests, and we can make ten wishes of our own. Once our last wish is exhausted, then our soul is enslaved to the closest person around us who makes a wish. Once they have made three wishes, we die, and our souls are chained in the jewels in the Greater Djinn's cave until he has enough of them to break free from his prison.”

	I blinked at that. Magic wasn't real. There had to be an explanation that conformed to the laws of physics as we understand them. My mouth blurted out without asking permission from my brain first, “And you wished for wings?”

	She looked sheepish as she shook her head. “I was thrown off the top of a building, and I wasn't particularly eager to die at the time, I wished I could fly as I fell, and...” She left it open as her gorgeous wings shrugged then added, “Now I'm a freak.”

	I blinked as the others let me digest it. Then I heard myself asking, “Why don't you just wish them away then?” I really needed to sit down and have a long talk with my mouth and asking permission to talk only after discussing things with my brain. Hailey and Mouse were glaring at me like I had suggested she poke her own eyes out with a red-hot poker.

	Angel's wings slumped a little as she shook her head slowly. “That is a slippery slope. Every wish brings my soul closer to eternal damnation. It is easier each time to make 'just one more.' I used three in the first few days of my power manifesting, and I'll never make another. I'll not damn my daughter to this fate.”

	Again, Cam Mouth was yapping, “Three?”

	She nodded, something in her eyes showing a depth of despair that had me wanting to hug her and tell her everything would be ok. “The wings, then an absent wish to know what was going on... I know everything about the Greater Djinn, and my cursed family line now. And unfortunately everything Xerxes has used my family for over the centuries.”

	I creased my brow, still not believing in magic, but I saw some inconsistencies. “If Xerxes has lived centuries because of your family, then he's already immortal, why is he doing all this?”

	Mouse answered for her. “He's not immortal, one of the limitations of Djinn magic is that they can't grant immortality. But they can grant youth. So he uses each generation of Angelina's family to wish for that youth. It is the first of the three he got from each of Angel's ancestors. He can also take a lot more physical damage than a normal person.” She growled out, “Like falling off a high roof and living to tell the tale.”

	I caught up with my mouth and offered helpfully, “Wish the curse away?” I swallowed and voiced an unsavory solution I know that I would have done with my grey morals. “Wish him dead?”

	Hailey chuckled sardonically. “Can't do the first, one of his first wishes prevented the second.”

	I blinked at her as she went about systematically disassembling her weapons and reassembling them. That was sort of hot.

	Rin let go of my hand and shoved my shoulder. I grinned at her and blushed. What? A girl can look. She winked at me to let me know she wasn't dead either. I had to ask with a smirk, “And what's your story soldier girl?”

	She shrugged without even looking up from her task, and winged a thumb toward Angel. “I'm her bartender.”

	Grr, that's what Angel said too.

	My mind caught up with me and sorted through all the distractions, I was missing something. I turned back to the woman with the wondrous white feathered wings. “You said three.”

	She looked down at the top of Mouse's head, almost embarrassed as she said softly, “Xerxes men had killed one of my best friends, Stacy, and put the other, Billie, in the hospital in a vegetative state. She wasn't ever going to recover.” She shrugged, leaving her wish self-explanatory. And if what she said, that each wish moves her closer to damnation, it was a pretty selfless wish too.

	Wait. I looked at Mouse. “Stacy?” Wasn't that the name of one of her... ghosts?

	She nodded, then added, “And Billie is our researcher. Keeps her from insisting on joining us where the danger is. She is invaluable back at the University.”

	Wow. We were some bizarre group, now weren't we? I glanced around, only Shannon and Ferret were normal humans. And Shannon seemed to be the Raven's den mother. These... Sentinels seemed to go out of their way to protect the people in their lives without any sort of extraordinary genetic makeup. Hailey was excluded of course, as special forces aren't your normal humans.

	I craned my head back to quickly look up to Ferret. “Matt and the others?”

	She nodded earnestly and reaffirmed what Rin had told me, “They... they killed Gomez. But everyone else is fine. Banged up a bit, but fine. Matt was pretty badass.”

	It was true. The man was a double amputee in a wheelchair, and he was still taking on a beast who was throwing people around like dolls. I was proud to know he was my friend.

	Then she stuck her tongue out at Rin. “When she came back from trying to follow the people who took you, I insisted on coming with her. She brought me here.” She shrugged. “You're like my sis, and I couldn't just do nothing. We're family.”

	I reached up to squeeze the toe of her shoe as a happy warmth spread through me at her voicing my feeling toward her. She was like the little sister I never had, and it was heartwarming to know she felt the same. “Love you, brat.”

	She grinned back. “Love you.” Then she soured a bit and added, “Our place was trashed in the fight.” Damn it. That was like a physical blow. I had lost my home... again. The logical voice in my head was telling me that it wasn't like we could go back there anyway. Lazarus knew that place now, and we would just endanger the others if we went back.

	She pointed to a box sitting on the little table that I hadn't noticed. It was the box of what little memorabilia I had from my prior life, and what little was left of Pop's emergency slush fund. I didn't think she even knew about it, as I kept it under my nest of blankets. Obviously, I was wrong.

	I could see the shadow in her eyes, knowing I could never go back there.

	Just how smart was the girl? She knew what I would need and what I would do. And there was some sort of fear in her eyes. Oh god, she didn't think I'd abandon her, did she? I prompted, “Good thing we have each other then, isn't it?” Bingo! The fear was gone as she smiled and nodded once in agreement.

	Adelaide smiled at us and glanced at her Kyler.

	Hailey said as she ejected bullets out of her magazines just to reload them when they were empty, “So, first things first. Where is the real location of the Crucible?”

	How would we...

	Rin said, “A small island southeast of Nantucket, not on any, map. Latitude 41.118, Longitude -69.855. An old military facility from the Revolutionary War. They've been collecting all artifacts of power just like the Nazis did, and they've got the bodies of three different Sentinels from around the world. They have been gene sequencing their tissues and trying to create their own with volunteer soldiers. And an unbreakable thread infused with of some sort of luminescent energy that is self-generating. It was in suspension fluid in a tank that was in being shipped in the train that crashed here last year.”

	I shuddered involuntarily at the mention of the wreck, and Rin pulled me to her in comfort. She smelled really good to me. I could easily get addicted to the scent of leather and feathers.

	Atta sat up at attention at the mention of this thread thing. She seemed very eager to hear about it. As she mumbled. “The dark figure that was said to have collided with the train. The last Adumbrate looking for his thread?”

	She looked down at Rin. “They still have it? Did the Adumbrate not locate it in the wreckage?”

	Wait, someone really did derail the train on purpose? And caused this to happen to me, for a thread? I was going to track the son of a bitch down and introduce his sorry ass to my bat!

	Rin said, “Lazarus still has it, and the tiny amount of suspension solution that was left, which they had held the thread in, was showing strange properties.”

	The purple haired girl nodded. “You can't contain life. It wanted out.”

	Then her eyes swung to mine and widened a bit. What? Did she know something, could she fix whatever happened to me? Damn it, she was going to be all mysterious and cryptic just because she was one of the Fates, now wasn't she? I asked a question with my eyes, and she shook her head then turned her attention back to Hailey. Figures.

	Hailey nodded and prompted, “Trinity, if you could draw as detailed a map of the island and facility as you can.”

	Rin seemed to get bashful as she nodded, not even chastising the kickass bartender for calling her Trinity. Well, I guess I'd react the same too so I won't tease. Much.

	I asked, “How do we get to an island in the middle of the ocean?”

	Then the green haired woman looked at her cell and said, “We've got that covered.” Then to Adelaide, she said, “They've been making their way up the coast the past couple days, they are just a few hours out. She up to it?”

	Adelaide nodded. “She denied denied denied once we located her using the files the Fates provided, but once I Ravened out in front of her, she was in.”

	Hailey shook her head. “And she's the real deal?”

	Addy grinned and nodded once, looking almost excited about what they were talking about as Hailey shook her head. “Son of a bitch. I've seen everything now.”

	Now, what were they talking about? I didn't get a chance to ask because her next words were, “Ok everyone, we've got about four hours to plan before our ride shows up, so let's get to planning, we can't leave all that power in the hands of Xerxes and Truit. Especially if other extra-normal beings are gunning for the artifacts too.”

	They were... they were going to raid the Crucible? Were they nuts or just suicidal? I thought the concept of knowing where it was, was so that we could get as far away from it as we could. Umm... I wasn't going to risk Ferret, and I wasn't a god damned hero, but... I looked at Rin and sighed in defeat, but I'd have the bird brain's back if she went.

	The stupid voice in my head, which claimed to be my conscience, was scolding me and telling me that we wouldn't want what happened to me to happen to anyone else. Especially at the hands of some megalomaniac who wanted to live forever. I saw first hand the measures he was willing to take to get his way.

	From what they shared, it seems Xerxes is hunting Angel too. I still couldn't wrap my brain around the fact she was some sort of a genie. But her wings don't lie. I contemplated the ways that she could interact with the fabric of our time-space reality in the context of physics and math as we understood it. I had nothing, but I'm sure people smarter than me would have theories.

	It was when Hailey wanted to know all of the tools and assets we had to work with so they could be utilized to their best effect, that the women started listing their skills. Even Mouse had her ghosts that made her the best reconnaissance person we had. She could just send a spirit ahead to scope things out unseen, so we could slip in unnoticed. Huh, is that how she got into the warehouse to take down the guard before we even knew she was there?

	They got to me, and I shrugged. I pointed at the translucent scratches on my face and asked, “I don't die?”

	Rin exhaled in exasperation. “She's immune to drugs, she adapts to acid attacks in moments, she apparently was able to ignore the pain collar effects after some time. She has unlimited stamina. She can run forever, fight forever and not get winded. And she doesn't die.” Then she smirked and added, “And she swings a mean baseball bat. Enough so she can hold off a Raven Maid or a hybrid with much greater strength than her.”

	I blushed and exhaled as they looked at me, then brightened when Eliza said, “It's leaning against the wall by the door.”

	I glanced over and smiled at my bloody bat. I don't know why but it was a relief to see it. Maybe because it had saved my ass and those I see as my family so many times, and... it was one of the few things left in this world that were mine.

	For the next few hours, we brainstormed just how to assault the Crucible. The main objective was to take down Xerxes and Truit, or at the very least, cripple Lazarus' infrastructure and destroy their labs and research to slow them down while we regrouped.

	I noted a lot of effort was put into the incursion, but virtually none into our escape if we failed. The only mention of it was that we'd get to the boat for extraction once our objectives were accomplished. I was getting the feeling they were viewing this as a potential suicide mission... and they all seemed ok with that.

	Whoever was driving up the coast to meet with us, the 'she' and 'her' in their plans, was going to pilot the boat and provide cover of some sort so we could approach and leave the island undetected. I assumed 'she' was another Sentinel of some sort, but I never got a chance to ask about 'her.'

	Shannon lived up to my earlier observation about her being the den mother when she took off in her car to pick up some Chinese takeout for the group. It was from Lin's, so it was easy for me to see that she had been a New York native as she said, before circumstances landed her in Adelaide's lap and New Orleans.

	A few minutes before what Hailey called Zero Hour, she had to be ex-military, right? Not just some random bartender? Rin pulled me off into the building being renovated through a little door on the loading dock. A minute later we were on the roof, sitting on some ductwork and looking out across the city skyline.

	I froze as her fingers traced the newest addition to my face. She asked, “Are you really ok?” She sounded almost timid, such a contrast to the strength and confidence she exuded. I just nodded, and she cocked her head sharply to regard me. “It feels like skin unless you press too much. Can... can you use makeup on it to hide it?”

	I chuckled, not knowing how I was going to hide something like this, “I don't know. The hole in my chest is, umm, solid enough to prevent my shirts from flapping around in my insides. So maybe?” Then I added trepidatiously, “Does it really look that bad?”

	She reddened a bit and tiny downy feathers rippled in her eyebrows as she shook her head and cupped my injured cheek. “No. On the contrary, it looks sort of... pretty and badass all in one. I'm just worried how we're going to hide your nature from the public.”

	She was... wait, we? My heart would have fluttered if I had one, at that that she was seeing us as a couple. I looked at the tall buildings that loomed up over Central Park in the distance. “With everything that has occurred in the past couple days, in broad daylight, and what was released from the warehouse, it is going to be really hard for Lazarus to cover up the fact that extra-normal beings exist. I feel terrible that you Raven Maids and Angel have had to work out in the open because of me.”

	She shrugged and grinned. “Eh, it was inevitable, especially with us all seemingly being pulled together by common foes and goals. Something had to give. Not to mention we want to publicly expose Lazarus... no place to hide then. And personally, I would be relieved if none of us had to hide again. I think people in this day and age will be more accepting than a century ago.”

	She chuckled as she locked eyes with me. “Sure there will always be the humans who want to kill anything different than them, kill anything they don't understand. But I think the bulk of the populace will welcome us and treat us as people instead of monsters.”

	The way she said 'monsters,' had me thinking she had that same fear I had, about us being monsters. We were what we were, so we'll be us, and the world be damned.

	She started talking again. “Do you think that after this...”

	I shut the bird brain up by kissing her forcefully. It turned to something hot, that had me thanking God we were alone, as we started fervently running our hands over each other's body as our kiss intensified. It was so hot and erotic as we started pulling up each other's shirts after she almost tore my hoodie open.

	If I didn't have her now, I was going to... I screamed and fell backward when Kyler yelled down to the alley from beside us, “Found them! They're up here, sucking face again!” Even with Rin's lightning fast reflexes, she had been as surprised as I had been and she wasn't able to grab my hand before I fell off the back of the duct and down into the alley.

	I squeaked in alarm and squinted an eye in anticipation of the pain of impact. Thud. “Ow.” I looked at my side where a piece of wood from the pallet I landed on in the alley blow protruded through it. Son of a...

	Rin and Kyler landed beside me in Raven Maid form as I winced at the pain of yanking the wood from me. Kyler was blurting out as Rin was checking me over for more damage in a panic, “Shit! Sorry, Cam, I didn't mean to surprise you. Are you ok?”

	Adelaide was there pushing a frantic Rin away from me as she started pulling up my shirt to examine me almost systematically as she chastised, “Kyler, language!” Was she some sort of medical professional? Or was it something she retained from someone she had brought over to their final destination. She trailed off as she was saying, “Ky, get the medical kit from the...”

	I pushed my shirt down from her grasp, but not before the three of them got a good look at the new hole in me that was now a ghostly translucent ectoplasm. I had just lost a little more of myself, but for some reason, I knew I was beet red as I shared a sheepish grin with Rin, and we started giggling, then laughing. Adelaide and Kyler were looking at us like we had lost it. Maybe we had because I thought it was the funniest thing ever. We obviously wanted each other, but our timing... Kyler's timing seemed out to make sure we didn't. And God was I so fucking hot for the hook-beaked raven lady who was laughing with me. Hmmm she was naked under those feathers, wasn't she?

	I assured Adelaide as Rin pulled me up with one deceptively strong arm, “Really, I'm fine. It's part of my curse.”

	Then I looked over to where a human Kyler was squealing and flailing and the now very human form Rin put her in a headlock and tousled her hair while growling, “Fut the wuck, Squish? What was so important you had to sneak up on us again?”

	An admonishing look from Addy had Rin releasing Ky, who started swinging at Rin. My mini ninja just grabbed her face absently, keeping her out of striking distance of the younger girl's flailing arms, while she looked around for answers as the other joined us to see what all the commotion was about.

	Rin yanked her hand back when Ky licked it then gave the superior 'so there' look that all teens were issued. Hailey said from right beside me, causing me to squeak in alarm, “She's here. They'll be at the docks just a couple miles away in fifteen. Time to gear up.”

	I glared at the amused looking bartender. “Jesus woman! Give a girl some warning.”

	Just who was this woman we were meeting? Now we had to find a boat or something to get us to the island. I still wasn't sure how we were going to avoid detection from radar and other security that a black ops site was sure to have. They had just cryptically said, “That's where she comes in.” Contrary to popular belief, nowadays it was virtually impossible to 'fly below radar.' On the open water, only wave shadows could momentarily hide you if you were small enough so they would know that we are coming.

	We made an odd caravan down to the lower docks, cars, motorcycles and one beat up Winnebago. I absently wondered why we weren't hiding our actions in case Lazarus spotted us. The answer was simple, we were now hunting them.

	As we parked at another warehouse by a shipping company, I looked around. It was awfully commercial around here, and I didn't see any boats like I imagined. Instead, there were various fishing trawlers, a NYFD fireboat, and a few tugs. In my imagination, I expected like black special ops inflatables or even one of those high-speed smuggling boats that we'd have to pack onto the decks like sardines for what would be at least a four or five-hour ride.

	Instead, what I got was... I covered my ears at the deep, low rumbled 'Booorrrrooonnnkk' of the ship's horn of a huge, lumbering ship that looked like some sort of renovated or repurposed tug. The Kraken docked as the women smiled and started toward it.

	I looked around. They were kidding, right? This... was the stealth platform we were about to launch a raid on likely one of the most guarded and fortified bases in the US?

	We arrived as a metal gangway was lowered while dock workers secured the lines thrown down from the deck by a man who moved around staring straight ahead.

	A moment later, two women and another man were marching down to the docks. Atta, was almost squealing as she ran and dove into the arms of two of them. The third woman just stood back grinning at the display.

	Atropos dragged the two to us, and the others greeted the newcomers like they knew them while the purple haired Crone said to Ferret and me, “Eliza, Cameron, meet the Maiden and the Mother.”

	Wait... stop the presses, the Maiden, was an athletic type, but the man beside her... the Mother? The ruggedly handsome man saw my confusion and chuckled as he shook my hand. “Yeah, a little confusing, but I needed a body fast, and this was closest. Same reason Atta got stuck as a smartass teen.”

	Oh.

	Everyone looked amused at my reactions, then the Maiden said, “Just call me Sloan or Clotho, and this is Brett or Lachesis.” Then she brightened, and I saw desire in her eyes as she introduced the other woman who had the same dangerous and honed look about her as Hailey as she scanned the docks, cataloging everything like someone trained in the military or law enforcement. Her bearing screamed 'cop' to me. Sloan almost gushed, “This is Andreya.”

	I shook the woman's hand, and I could tell she was human, a very strong human. Ow. She cataloged me with her eyes, and I could tell that she knew I have always toed the grey line between right and wrong. I felt almost transparent. My internal voice snorted at that last thought. Yeah whatever, my internal monologue was an asshole.

	I didn't miss the bulge under her jacket at her armpit. She was packing heat like a cop too. I was almost smirking the next moment as she and Hailey looked at each other. I could tell the two of them viewed each other as a threat but respected each other. It was almost a macho thing. I snorted externally this time as Sloan exhaled in exasperation. “Yes, yes... are you two going to whip them out and see whose is bigger again? You're worse than boys.” Oooo, I liked Sloan. Was she really a Fate?

	None of them were what I was expecting.

	Just like I wasn't expecting the other two women and the... blind man, who came down the ramp next. It was getting crowded there, just how many people were coming on this mission, and why were so many normal humans involved, they didn't stand a chance against the trained soldiers and hybrids that Lazarus had.

	Atropos made the introductions. The newcomers were a Coast Guard officer, Marina or Mera, her first mate was the blind man, Max or Meep. And a Doctor Selina Selkirk... 'not that kind of doctor' I was assured. For some reason the three of them were familiar, but I had no clue why. Were Marina's fingers webbed? She crossed her arms when she caught me looking at her hands. Busted.

	There wasn't much time for niceties, as Hailey was a woman on a mission. “Ok everyone, there will be time enough for niceties later, it's going to be eight hours or so to our destination in this tub. Go go go!”

	Rin saluted her. “Ma'am, yes ma'am,” and avoided a kick to her butt as she dragged me up the ramp giggling. Mouse tried to kick Hailey's ass on the way past with Angel who was wearing a long trench-coat to hide her wings. Hailey hadn't even looked, she just swatted the incoming foot aside as Mouse chuckled at her failed attempt to get the bartender.

	I spun on Ferret. “Where do you think you are going?”

	She held up my bat. “I got your bat.”

	I glared at her, and she held up two fingers in a girl scout salute. “I won't leave the boat, promise. You can't ask me to stay behind.”

	I growled at her, and she shrugged and held up the bat like a prize. Damn it! All I wanted was for her to be safe but the part of me that understood her need for family just nodded once.

	As the gangplank was raised and men on the docks released the mooring lines, most of us froze and looked around when the hair on my arms stood on end. I swear I heard a hissing sound just before the feeling left.

	Marina visibly shook herself then called out to Max, who was climbing the ladder to the pilothouse, “I got the mooring lines Meep, you get us moving, I'll be right up.” Wait... he was going to pilot the ship? Wasn't he, you know, blind?

	



	


Chapter 13 – Staging

	Apparently, he could for the thirty seconds or so it took Marina to pull in the lines and dash up to the pilot's house. In the meantime, Doctor Selkirk showed us below decks, and there were more cabins and levels than it appeared from the outside. Not including the pilot house, there were three decks and four empty cabins. Cramped quarters for all of us but manageable.

	I was amazed that the levels were arranged like a horseshoe around catwalks that looked to the bottom of the ship which, had a big hole in it. Seriously. There was a big hole at the bottom of the boat and a pool of water. All sorts of diving gear, equipment, and even a tiny crane surrounded the pool.

	I'm glad Eliza asked about it because I didn't want to seem like I didn't know. “What is this and how do we not, like, sink?”

	We turned at a thud behind us, and Marina was standing there. I looked at her then looked up maybe eighteen or twenty feet to the next level. Had she just jumped down? I cocked an eyebrow, there was more to her than met the eye, obviously.

	I had to smile when she took Doctor Selkirk's hand and informed us, “We're clear of the harbor and in open seas, might as well get comfortable, the Kraken doesn't have a very high top speed. There is food in the Mess. The Fates seem to have more money than God, and our larder has never been so full.”

	Then she answered the question. “It's a moon pool. This was a research vessel once upon a time. We are one level up and just above the waterline of the ship. The engineering level is below us.”

	She smirked at the doctor. Obviously, they were a couple. Then she motioned vaguely toward the pool. “It allows for safe access to the water, even in bad conditions. It was originally used to lower a mini-submersible for research. But it also gives more... discrete access to the water without prying eyes seeing.” She seemed proud of that last part.

	Eliza prompted, “But doesn't the water overflow into the ship, like in choppy water and whatnot? Isn't it dangerous?”

	The woman just shrugged and said, “Ships constantly take on water from various sources, that's what the bilge pumps are for. And there's an outer door that mitigates infiltration in rough weather. I generally keep it open at all times unless the weather is inclement.”

	I thought it was so cool. I loved science, and this was a new one to me. Basically an engineered hole in a ship. But why would they need, as she put it, discrete access to the water? Wait, were they smugglers?

	I didn't follow that thread of thought as Rin whispered in my ear, “I noted the cabins had locks on the doors.” For a moment I didn't follow, until I saw the heated look she gave me, and my eyes widened in surprise, and a warm heat started radiating from my core.

	We didn't follow the group as they moved on with the tour but headed back up to the cabins, Ferret's voice echoing in the space. “Umm... who's steering the ship. Isn't Max blind?”

	The voices faded as they went down a level to engineering, Marina explaining, “Autopilot, and we have radar. If any other vessels get close, Meep will call me up. The ocean is a pretty big place...”

	We were barely inside the cabin we would share with Eliza when she slammed me against the door the moment it closed. As she kissed me desperately, one hand reached past me to turn the wheel to engage the lock. I smiled into the kiss. We were finally alone where Kyler wouldn't pop out of nowhere to scare the shit out of me and inform everyone of what we were doing.

	Whether she was using all the intimate knowledge she had gained in lovemaking from the many souls she escorted in death, or she was just a natural, she had me purring and basking in the afterglow of a session that left me feeling like a woman, oh so many times. I had to hold back tears when she didn't seem to mind the fact that so much of me was... missing. She just kissed around the skin of my injuries, setting my skin and lust aflame.

	I said to the panting and sweating woman, who at various times during our lovemaking, sprouted feathers in interesting places as she lost control, “That, we're doing again.”

	She just nodded and gasped as she shook her head. “And you're not even breathing hard. In fact, you weren't breathing for long stretches there. Your stamina is incredible.”

	I shrugged and teased seductively, “There were a few times you seemed to really appreciate I didn't need to come up for air, bird girl.” I stroked her inner thigh, and she gasped in want as she grinned mischievously.

	Then I squeaked as we heard Kyler outside the door calling out, “I think they're done doing the horizontal tango now!”

	Rin squawked and threw a shoe at the door, looking satisfied at the resulting, “Eeek!”

	“Get out of here Squish!”

	She defiantly replied, “I'm supposed to get you two for dinner. Hailey says we need to fuel up before we execute the mission. Hunger impairs your senses she says.” Then she added, “I'd almost go gay for her, I mean have you seen her?”

	To my amusement, Rin smirked at the door and asked in a teasing tone, “What about Danny Miller back home. I thought you were following him around everywhere.”

	The resulting giggle made me grin. “He's dreamy. He has the biggest...”

	Rin blurted in distress, “Kyler!”

	The girl responded, “What? I was going to say biceps. You're sex drunk and single-minded Aunt Rin. Dirty old bird.”

	My bird girl blushed profusely, and she tried to deflect. “What would you know about sex?” Then she blanched and growled, “I'm going to kill Danny!”

	The distressed sounding girl called back, “Rin! We're only fourteen!”

	Rin muttered to herself, “That's what I'm afraid of.” Then louder she called out, “Get lost, Squish, we'll be there in a few minutes.”

	We both listened and heard footsteps retreating. Then she looked at me, and when our eyes met, we both started laughing and giggling uncontrollably as we scrambled around for our clothes. I may or may not have stopped to gape as she made an almost seductive show of covering all my favorite parts of her. Booo.

	We had just made it out into the corridor when Ferret's scream echoed through the ship. I felt as though my missing heart had just stopped. Everyone arrived at the catwalk above the moon pool at the same time.

	As my brain processed what I saw below, all the Raven Maids exploded into feathers and leapt down as I heard Hailey and Andreya chambering rounds in their weapons. Eliza was there, wielding my bat menacingly at the snake woman from the holding cages.

	The woman was just blinking one set of eyelids then the other as her tongue tasted the air, her hands held forward in a pacifying gesture toward Ferret as she hissed out, “Ssstop girl. I ssaid I was no threat to you and yourss.”

	The Maids were surrounding her now as I ran down the stairs, they were all hissing threateningly with their hooked beaks. Adelaide... good god she looked menacing. She was easily three-quarters raven now, her arms looking close to true wings and her eyes blazing.

	I got to Eliza and grabbed the bat from her and pulled her behind me as I pointed the bat at the hybrid. “I know you, what are you doing here? Spying for Lazarus?”

	Her eyes went wide at that in surprise, then she started hissing, it undulated as her long snake-like tail behind her twitched. I realized she was laughing. She chuckled out, “Lazaruss? They did thiss to me. I volunteered becausse they ssaid it would make me a better ssoldier. But look at me!”

	Then she got a devious, predatory look as she moved a step toward me, but stopped when the Ravens all hissed and showed their talons to her. “They ssaid you held the ansswer to fixing uss, sso we could be sso much more. But then we found out the lie of it when Xerxesss sspoke at the transsfer center.”

	She shook her head. “No. I am not here to sspy for them. I am here to kill them all. I followed your sscent through the city and then sstowed away. You're going to the Crucible, and I needed a ride.”

	I looked at her, then my bat, and I took a chance. After all, there was nothing she could do to me. I gave the Ravens a nod, and I took a step toward the woman. She leaned forward, her half snake face inches from mine as she tasted the air with her slender forked tongue.

	I asked carefully, “You volunteered for... this?”

	She pulled back, looking like a snake ready to strike and I stood my ground. “You think I wanted to become thiss... thiss monsster? No, Lazarauss iss going to pay.”

	I took a deep breath I didn't need as I took another chance. “Cameron.”

	She inclined her head. “Lieutenant Sstephanie Grier.” And she offered a claw-like hand.

	I looked at her hand as the Ravens pressed closer. I could hear the two armed woman above shifting positions for a clear shot. I took her hand and shook. She seemed to relax, and I said, “I'm really sorry this happened to you, and if I had the answer, I'd do whatever it took to help you and the others they did this to.”

	She inclined her head again as her reptilian eyes darted around to all of us. Then I prompted, “Why didn't you just ask?”

	She issued that undulating hissing laugh again and looked down at herself then at everyone ready to attack at the slightest sign of hostility, “I'm a monsster. Would you have lisstened?”

	I shrugged honestly. I really didn't know. She was creeping me the hell out as it was. She gave a 'well there you have it' look. Here I was, a monster... judging another monster.

	Hailey was there at my side, I hadn't even heard her approach. Her weapon was trained directly between Stephanie's eyes. She looked around, and in a general silent consensus, we all agreed. And Marina spoke up, “We have a room down there you can use and forgive us, but we'd appreciate if you remained down there for the duration of our journey. We're having dinner now. I can bring some down for you.”

	Hailey waggled the pistol she held as she spoke, “You'll have to remain on the ship when we go in. There isn't enough room on the inflatables, and we can't have you messing up our operational security.”

	The woman regarded her, one predator to another and she saw the truth of it, Hailey was the bigger threat of the two of them. She inclined her head again and said, “I'm fine down here. And don't worry, I can make my own way into the basse, no need for transsportation once we get closse.”

	Then she winked at me. “And I've already eaten, I'm good for a few dayss.”

	My eyes widened as my stomach did flip flops as I remember seeing her start to feed.

	I shuddered and then Hailey said as we all started backing away from the stowaway, “I'll be watching.”

	The smile on the snake woman was chilling.

	Then Eliza blurted out as we retreated up the stairs to the catwalk and toward the smell of food, the three Fates looking at me with curious expressions as we moved past, “Do you have two sets of eyelids?”

	Stephanie nodded, and Eliza said, “Coool.” Drawing the word out as we moved along.

	I was amazed by my pseudo sis. None of this extra-normal stuff seemed to phase her. And she was going after the obviously dangerous woman with only a bat. I was a bad influence.

	I said, “Come on slugger, you need to eat.”

	Then to my chagrin, she was asking Kyler, “Did Rin and Cam really do it?”

	I was ready to die from embarrassment right then and there, but then Rin took my hand and gave it a little squeeze. That was all I needed, and I shot the young ones a smug look as Adelaide warned, “Don't you dare answer that, young lady.”

	But Atropos was quick to point out with a smirk on her smug face. “Oh, they did. They reek of it.”

	Just kill me now.

	We all ate in relative silence, most of us pairing up. Doctor Selkirk went topside to spell Meep, so he could eat. And Hailey once again went over the plan with us all, making sure we all knew our parts. The only thing I didn't understand was Marina's part. It was key to everything.

	We would stop outside of radar range over the horizon six or seven miles from the Crucible, and Marina was going to disable the two radar stations then rejoin us. Then she would provide cover for the ship to get to the island undetected.

	Just how was she going to do all of that? And seven miles away? Wasn't she just a boat captain?

	Since everyone just nodded at those points, I didn't want to ask since it seemed it was something obvious and I... didn't want to sound stupid. I absently looked in the direction of the moon pool and all the diving gear. Oh, was that it? She was going to swim to the island? But what if they get the repairs to the radar done before she could swim back and the ship could get in range of the island? It would take hours to make the swim.

	It wasn't thirty minutes later that I had the answer to my questions. Marina had brought us to a full stop six miles from the island in the dark of night and put the ship into what she called stationkeeping. She said, “The Crucible is just over the horizon from the pilothouse, to get any closer would expose us to their radar.”

	We gathered at the catwalk, seeing Stephanie pacing around by the moon pool below, her tail slithering behind her. Marina was gearing up. She was in a sleek purple and green skin-suit that was improbably thin and textured in wavy rows that made it look like scales. I absently wondered if it was up to the task of insulating her when she swam in the hypothermia-inducing temperatures of the Atlantic at this time of the year. I've seen divers using thick insulating rubber wetsuits that were close to a quarter inch thick in cold water, and they still had to limit their exposure to the water.

	I glanced down at the tanks below. Would there be enough oxygen in them to get her there and back, or was she going to swim on the surface most of the distance?

	I had too many questions that hinged upon Mera's part of the mission, as it was the most important part. If she failed, then they would know we were coming and would track us in and have a nasty greeting party waiting for us.

	Hailey handed her a canister about the size of a gallon thermos with a shoulder strap, saying, “This will take out the main generator for the Crucible, the backups will kick in, but they will run just the emergency systems so the radar will be down.”

	Marina nodded as she slung it over her back and tightened the straps. How was she going to get her air tanks on? My inner voice became my outer as my curiosity had another pressing question to ask, “Is that some sort of homegrown, special forces military explosive you made with like some bleach and a carrot? Won't an explosion sort of clue them in that an incursion is imminent?”

	The green haired woman just looked at me for a moment, before her stoic look broke and she snorted. “Bleach and a carrot? You're worse than Mouse. No, that is just water and honey it will sink to the bottom of the fuel tanks and foul the generator engine. While their engineers try to figure out what is wrong, we will make our approach to the island. They will have to flush the entire system to get it running again, and that will take a couple hours at least if they are worth their salt.”

	Someone on the catwalk asked in a disappointed tone, “No boom?”

	I chuckled at Kyler for voicing my disappointment that it wasn't some super special forces method of disabling the radar.

	Hailey affirmed, “No boom.” Then to me, she said, “As you pointed out, we don't want to telegraph our impending arrival. Once she dumps it in it will take a few minutes to work its way down to the bottom of the tank and be drawn in by the fuel pump.”

	Then I asked the obvious since I knew we were on radio silence, “How will we know if it worked or if they have it operational again by the time Mera rejoins us. It'll take hours for her to swim it.”

	There was a chuckle that circulated the catwalk, leaving a bewildered looking Eliza and myself. And before anyone could explain, Mera kissed Doctor Selkirk and said, “Give me ten minutes to get there, and five to scale the cliff and pour in the mix. I'll be back ten minutes later. If I'm not back in thirty minutes, something went wrong and scrub the mission.”

	The Doc asked, “What about sonar?”

	“I'll hear it long before it sees me, and I'll be hugging the ocean floor. I'm a much smaller blip than some of the sharks and whales in the area.”

	Ten minutes? Hugging the ocean floor? The navigation charts they pulled up showed the ocean depth in this area at over a hundred feet, though to the north toward Nantucket it became almost dangerously shallow, like ten to twenty feet. How was she going to handle the depth and how was she going to make the swim that fast? Scuba divers can't even go two miles per hour. She was talking about a pace of almost forty miles per hour if I did the math in my head right.

	Mera looked at the confusion on my face, and she hopped up gracefully onto the railing, and she saluted us all before winking at me spreading her hands wide. Her hands were webbed, just like I thought I had seen earlier.

	I may have gasped when she said to us all, “Back in a flash,” and she just leapt backward off the railing. We all moved as a group to the railing to watch the graceful backward dive that had her hit the center of the moon pool, and she sliced cleanly into the water.

	Then my eyes widened, thinking about the impossible feats she needed to perform. Swimming six miles in ten minutes, then somehow scaling a seventy-foot sheer cliff to get into the generator shed undetected in five minutes. I blurted out my conclusion with wide eyes, “She's a mermaid?”

	She was an extra-normal... a Sentinel like the others!

	Most of the people gasped, and Max warned with a serious tone, “Don't ever let her hear you say that! She's adamant that she isn't one.” Then the blind man chuckled and mimed looking around as he said, “But yeah, pretty much, since her dad was the last of the merfolk.”

	Then all the pieces of the puzzle snapped into clear focus for me. That's why Marina, Max, and Doctor Selkirk looked so damn familiar to me. Marina had much shorter hair in the news reports. I blurted, “Doc! The Icarus Platform was your brainchild! Leucosia had kidnapped you and a Coast Guard Lieutenant's mother. It was Meep and Mera who chased off the sea witch when the US military couldn't.”

	I grinned at Max. He was the blind man who piloted a research vessel into the path of the escaping sea witch's vessel to save his friends. I remember the stories now. That storm of the millennia which Leucosia had sung up, and the two improbable heroes that chased off the woman, ramming her vessel and making her go into hiding. Marina was the Lieutenant Caliban I had drooled over in those old news reports.

	Mera... was a mermaid. So she must have fought Leucosia. I wondered how much of the stories were true, and how much the group had fabricated to keep Marina's secret. Wait, the sea witch was trying to lure her own daughter, Octavia, out by holding Mera's mother hostage?

	I looked at Doctor Selkirk who was patiently watching my face as I pieced it all together. I asked, “Marina is...”

	She nodded once and said in a sad and haunted tone, “Is Octavia. Daughter of Leucosia. Mer is half Siren, half Merfolk.”

	Andreya muttered from her observation point of the deck below, “Shit.”

	We glanced over, and she had her weapon drawn, aiming toward the moon pool. I looked down to see a tail slithering into the water. Stephanie had just abandoned ship. What the hell? Oh god, was she going after Marina? Was she going to warn the Crucible?

	I somehow doubted the last one since she did seem to have murderous intent when she spoke of what they did to her. So what was she up to? How fast could she swim with a hybrid form like that?

	Hailey was already in motion, moving fast for a human. Were we sure she was normal? We all ran after her. When we burst out into the night air on the main deck, she crossed her arms and drew two mean looking semi-automatic pistols from matching shoulder holsters, and she tracked them across the water at a fast-moving slithering shape on the surface.

	Andreya joined her and tracked Stephanie with her sidearm as well. They looked at each other and then lowered their weapons, and the cop said, “Shit.”

	Hailey agreed, “Yeah, I hate wildcards just for this reason.”

	Angel dropped her trench coat and spread her wings wide with a whupping sound behind us. “Should I track her?”

	Hailey reached back absently and grabbed one of the impossibly long pinion feathers on the end of Angelina's wing and shook her head as she wiggled the feather. “No, gorgeous. You'd show up on radar, being a wee bit bigger than a seagull.” Then she added as Mouse slapped her hand away from Angel's feathers and wrapped the wings around herself like a blanket, “I don't know what her thinking is, but I doubt she's going to give us up. I only hope her own need for revenge doesn't raise the alarm.”

	Andreya nodded her agreement as she holstered her weapon. “Agreed. And she's swimming at around ten to fifteen knots. She'll only arrive at the Crucible a couple minutes before the Kraken if Marina is successful.”

	Nobody but Doctor Selkirk moved. She went up to the pilothouse while we all looked out over the dark horizon like we could see Mera's progress. I hugged a chilly Eliza to me as we watched the moon from the clear sky reflecting on the waves.

	



	


Chapter 14 – Crucible

	A few minutes later, as we watched the almost hypnotizing waves, rising and falling, something erupted from the water like a missile being shot from a Trident submarine. In a spray of water, Marina arched over the railing to land solidly on the Kraken's deck. Then she shook her head once, slinging the water from her hair.

	Ok, apologies to my bird girl, but that was kind of hot.

	Mera didn't miss a beat as she said while she stepped up to Doctor Selkirk and gave her a quick kiss. “Get us moving, Selkie, and I'll provide us some cover.”

	She looked at the rest of us who were still a bit stunned by her arrival. “The generator failed by the time I dove off the cliff back into the ocean. There is a small utility dock on the south side of the island with a small access road into the base. The approach is deep enough for the Kraken there so we won't be needing the inflatables.”

	Rin looked sheepish about not knowing that, and shrugged an apology as she said, “Zombie-Katherine didn't know that, she'd always been flown to the helipad at the top of the cliffs by the generator.”

	This would eliminate some of the complexity of our plan. That was a good thing.

	As the Doc climbed the ladder, Mera told us all, “Get below decks while I call up some cover. Landfall in twenty.”

	What was she going to do? Was it dangerous? Was that why she was sending us inside? Selina stopped at the top of the ladder and looked down to see our curiosity and confusion as we started filing inside. She chuckled. “She's going to sing up some weather, she just doesn't want you to see.”

	Oh, that's right, they said she was half Siren like Leucosia. They could enslave men and control the weather with their song. But we were women, it wouldn't affect us would... The doc interrupted my thought by grinning hugely and calling into the pilot's house as she went in, “Put on your headphones Meep, she's going to sing.”

	I was last to go inside, and I shot a questioning look at a blushing Mera, who just explained, “He heard me singing once, and he was drooling around after me for a week.”

	I went inside and watched everyone going below decks, some death metal started playing loudly over the intercom, and I hesitated. Rin looked back at me, and I looked between her and the door. Curiosity was killing me. I wanted to see what Mera was going to do.

	How was she going to sing us some cover? Was she going to somehow affect the weather with some sort of sonic sympathetic resonance with the water molecules in the air to bring rain from a clear sky? That was the leading theory on Leucosia's so-called power. Everything was explainable by science. Except how she could get so much power behind her voice to effect such a huge area, but I'm sure there is an explanation.

	I peeked out the window, and I changed my mind.

	Some things just are not explainable by logic or science. I almost winced at what I saw. And it wasn't the huge billowing bank of fog that seemed to be exploding from the Kraken to blanket the area as it rolled north toward the Crucible as the ship's main engines kicked in.

	This gorgeous mermaid seemed to be flailing about stomping a foot like she was trying to keep time, but doing a piss poor job of it. She looked like a fish flopping around out of water, it was not becoming. Whatever she was singing, had nothing to do with the music being piped through the intercom. Were they just drowning out whatever powerful Siren song she was singing outside?

	As the ship cut into the fog bank, I exchanged looks with Rin who was staring out the window in shock with me. I gave her a wicked grin. I had to know. She nodded, in sync with me, and we slipped out onto the deck and then froze.

	Oh... my... god!

	Mara was flailing around trying to sing Boy George's, Karma Chameleon, badly, off-key, with no sense of timing or rhythm. It was awful! How could such screeching musical torture come from someone who was so graceful and confident?

	I caught myself snorting as the thick fog bank pulsated out of time with her vocal butchering. She didn't even look back at us as she swung an accusing, pointing the finger at us, saying, “Shut up!” Then she kept up the, umm, singing... as the Kraken lumbered through the waves in a blanket of fog so thick, we could barely see the woman who looked to be spasming as she tried to keep time with the audible torture she was subjecting us too.

	We saw her hide a smile when Rin and I broke into giggles.

	I shared a smirking look with my bird-brain, and then we moved to Marina's side and started singing with her as we chuckled through the words. She just gave us a double flip off that looked odd since her fingers didn't curl under with the middle fingers out, because of the webs between her fingers.

	At the sound of something above, I looked up to see the outline of Selina leaning against the door frame of the pilot house, arms crossed over her chest. I could imagine a smile on her face as we yodeled out with her girl, “Lovin' would be easy if your colors were like my dreams! Red gold and greeeeen!”

	By the time we were just a mile from the Crucible, the rest of the girls were out on deck with us, singing in chorus as Marina was butchering the Bangles, Manic Monday. She had a thing for eighties music it seemed.

	The motors cut to almost nothing.

	I had just realized that her eyes were fogged over when she stopped singing, and they cleared up when she told everyone, “Ok this is it, we're a mile out, and voices carry over the water. I've brought in as much fog and cloud cover as I could to darken the night sky. We're just going to idle into the dock now.”

	We were all silent, looking into the pitch black night, not seeing past the railing as the lights from the ship illuminated the billowing wall of fog. The only sounds were the gentle bwupping of the motor, and the splashing sound as the bow of the ship met each wave. All sense of speed and distance were gone, and I felt as if our group had been isolated from the world. Rin took my hand, Eliza took the other.

	I swear I could hear the heartbeats of everyone around me as we all held a collective breath.

	I don't know how long we stood there like that in that isolation that made us feel so very small, but the exterior lights on the ship turning off seemed to snap us out of it.

	Hailey was whispering, “Everyone gear up. Remember the plan.”

	We all slipped inside and congregated on the catwalk below once we geared up. Hailey went over the plan for the thirty-three umpteenth time. She looked at me and then reached under her left pant leg and pulled out a semi-automatic that looked to be a mirror of the two she had in her shoulder holsters. She checked the chamber and put the safety on and held it out for me.

	I stared at the thing. It wasn't that I didn't know how to use one, it was more than they just weren't me. Something that could take a life in an instant seemed in some way, so... cold. My bat came into view, and I glanced over to Eliza who was offering it to me. I smiled at her and took it, my fingers wrapping around it in a familiar and comfortable grip.

	The battling bartender looked between her gun and my bat then shrugged and slid it back into her ankle holster. She said as we all started moving as one, “Ok everyone, listen up. After our Mouse goes into scout, Andreya and I will take flanking positions to cover our group. Cameron and Marina will take point as they can take the most damage and shield the group if things go FUBAR on us.”

	“Angel, darlin', you go high. I don't know how well you can see in this soup.”

	Rain started to fall, and we looked at Marina who shrugged. “Wasn't me. Probably the cold front I brought in to conceal us.”

	When we got to the deck, I was finally piecing together the thinking behind the formations. Mouse was going out in front of us all, and she only had a big army knife, Hailey wouldn't give her a gun. It was when she started telling her ghost companions to be ready, that I understood. She would be the stealthiest of us all if she could send her ghosts ahead to scout things out as she went along. That would explain how she was able to get into the holding facility to rescue me without being detected, to take out the guard.

	I knew I was there as a human-ish shield up front, but Marina? I reasoned it through, then came up with a postulation I hope we didn't have to test. If she could really swim to the depths of the ocean, her skin must get so dense and her bones so strong that the depths don't crush her. If I was right, then when she was wet, she might be dense enough to resist small arms fire. But probably not something more substantial like armor piercing rounds.

	The Fates came in last because they refused to take any lives who's thread had not come to a natural end. And I wondered why they were even coming if they weren't going to be able to join in the fight. They seemed to have their own agenda, and it had something to do with the thread that was somehow partially responsible for what had happened to me.

	The Raven Maids were formidable hand to hand fighters and would be handy if they had any more zombies.

	The two heavily armed humans, oddly, I felt were the most dangerous of our lot and most likely to survive this asinine suicide assault.

	We made our way back up and out to the main deck, where Marina just leapt up in the rain to land at the pilothouse. How strong was the woman? She slipped in, and the engines seemed to cut off.

	I peered over the railing, squinting in the dark. I thought I could make out some sort of red emergency light and could hear what was probably an emergency generator humming in the distance.

	Then with a clang, Mera landed by us and ran to the bow, just as the ship drifted into a dock that seemed to be floating on pontoons with a rebounding thud. Our momentum dragged us along the dock toward the shore. The mermaid was slinging a rope down to the dock, and she jumped down to it and deftly looped it on some sort of bollard.

	I heard a sound and looked up, arms wide, Max was sliding down the ladder railing from the pilothouse without using the steps, whispering “Make way.” As he ran to the back of the ship, using the railing to guide him. He just tossed another line over the edge. Marina was already there to catch it and secure it to the dock.

	We braced ourselves when our forward momentum stopped as the ship pulled against the huge ropes. There was a creaking sound of straining metal from the ship and a groaning of the dock. But then we just stopped and bobbed in the waves. That was a hell of a stealthy docking. It made me wonder if they have done something like this before.

	We all listened, hearing voices in the distance. Men at the Crucible. My stomach clenched. Well, this was it.

	Meep was back and deftly pushed a bundle at the railing over the edge, and a rope ladder rolled out to thud on the dock below. The man certainly wasn't slowed down by his lack of sight, and I have grown a healthy respect for the man since we met him.

	Hailey handed out earbuds, she demonstrated the push to talk earlier, but also warned that we were to maintain radio silence unless things went ass over teakettle.

	Angel slid hers in then smiled at us all and just jumped over the edge and with a whump and swirling of fog, she corkscrewed into the air to Mouse's smiling delight. Good god, you could see the love and amazement she had for her Angel.

	The Raven Maids took that as their cue, and after Rin squeezed my hand, the three just jumped and glided to the dock below, as us more mundane team members made our way down the rope ladder. I whispered to Eliza, “Be back in a flash.” Then more sternly, “Do not leave this ship!”

	She rolled her eyes and whispered sarcastically, “Yes... mom.”

	The little jerk was funny. I rolled my eyes at her and joined the others below.

	Hailey lost all the tease she usually had for Mouse and placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Mouse grinned up at her, but I could see how nervous she really was. Then the woman turned to speak to the air, “Stace, lead the way.”

	The woman vanished into the thick fog into the rain that was slowly beating down our cover as it intensified while our green haired commander kept an eye on her watch. After thirty seconds she motioned to us, and I took a deep breath to steel myself and Marina and I led the way with the others trailing behind.

	As we jogged up the gravel road, Hailey and Andreya fanned out to either side of the group, weapons at the ready, sweeping in front of them. I lost track of them in the fog.

	We froze when we came upon some heavy iron gates with two guards maybe fifteen feet ahead of us. This damn fog was hindering us as well. I hefted my bat, and I felt the others tense as wicked looking automatic rifles with long silencers started swinging up toward us.

	But in the space of a blink, one man oofed and fell, squeezing off one round from his rifle into the ground with a pfft sound as Andreya seemed to materialize from nowhere to strike him soundly at the base of his skull with the butt of her pistol. The other man was glurking and clawing at his throat. I realized an arm was wrapped around it. And as the man fell unconscious from the lack of oxygen to his brain, we saw Hailey as she lowered him to the ground.

	She moved her fingers from her eyes to the gate. Right, we should be paying attention. She grabbed the rifles and tossed one over us, and Andreya caught it deftly as she holstered her pistol. Rin cocked an eyebrow at me. Yup, she thought it was hot as hell too. I know it was dire circumstances, but hey, I could appreciate the show, I'm not dead... ish.

	There was a dim glow at the gate, the electronic locks were on the emergency power. Andreya pulled an ID badge off of one of the unconscious men and held it to the sensor, and the light turned green, and the gates swung slowly, but noisily open, creaking and clanging.

	We all cringed but no mad rush of screaming, armed men came. Well, they had no idea they were under attack, and the men at the gate had to get in somehow. So it was probably a familiar sound and their overconfidence that the place was so secure that nobody checked it out. Score one for laziness.

	We took a moment to get oriented. Hailey pointed at the hazy outline of two long industrial looking buildings. Ah, ok, I was all turned around. The original plan was to come in on the west side of the island, as Rin didn't have any borrowed memories of the south end.

	I knew where we were now. We swept around the buildings and headed for what was the main Lazarus lab, where we'd most likely find Xerxes and Abigail Truit. The rain had turned into a torrential downpour now, and our fog cover was virtually gone when we heard a large cargo helicopter lifting off from the top of the hill at the helipad.

	Hailey pulled us all together and whispered, “Something's wrong. There are supposed to be fifty men here. We've only seen the two.”

	A trap? Shit. Did they know we were coming? But how?

	We slowed our approach, and as we reached the lab, I felt something on my foot and a pinging sound. I had just a moment to register I had just hit a trip line, and I spun to push Rin into the other Raven Maids while yelling, “Down!” As some sort of anti-personnel device went off in a deafening, booming roar.

	I was enveloped in heat and pain as shrapnel tore at my side, face, and my back. I was flung into Marina who had sort of crouched to lean into the blast. The part of my brain that was not having me scream in pain noted that I could actually see some shrapnel that made it past... or through me was bouncing off of her. Some seemed to embed just slightly below the surface of her skin. When my body hit hers, I heard my ribs breaking as it felt like I had just struck a telephone pole.

	My ears were ringing as the pain started fading into that dreaded nothingness. I rolled to my feet quickly and held one translucent hand in front of me as I looked down at my shredded clothing. I whispered, “Fuck!” as I saw that I had lost a good third of myself. Virtually my whole left side was gone now.

	The others were scrambling up to get to us, my ears were still ringing as Rin was frantically yelling in Raven form, “Cameron! Are you ok?” She was looking me up and down, eyes full of concern. Didn't she see I was a freak? I was half gone now. I could never even pretend to be just human ever again.

	But that was secondary to my main concern as I checked her over for injury. “Are you hurt?”

	She stopped and just blinked at me. “You're asking if I'm ok? You just took a god damned claymore for us! Why did you do that?” Her big avian eyes were welling with tears.

	Marina was picking out two pieces of shrapnel that had made it past her impossibly dense skin, wincing and saying, “Ouch! Son of a bitch that stung!”

	Everyone else looked ok. We looked at the destroyed door, and I said with no humor in my tone, “Looks like we won't need the card to open this one.”

	Rin slapped the one shoulder I still had.

	The storm redoubled, lighting starting to arch across the sky as Hailey said, “The place seems deserted. Did they leave on that helicopter? How did they know we were coming?”

	We all looked around, unable to answer as the two military types moved to either side of the demolished door to chance a glance down the hall. We could hear voices and rustling around in there.

	Marina suddenly spun and yelled out, “Shit!” Then she looked at us and said, “It was me! This storm isn't natural. I thought it was a result of my cold front. It isn't! Leucosia was here with them. I can feel the storm heading out to sea where the helicopter went.”

	She stared at me, horror in her eyes as she blurted, “I'm so sorry Cam, this is my fault. She felt me coming and warned them!”

	Then she whispered, “What the hell was she doing here at the Lazarus Crucible?”

	It was Sloan who answered, sounding almost sad as she seemed to pull glowing threads out of her very flesh as the other two Fates somehow manipulated them in the air, weaving complex glowing patterns. “The same thing the others are, trying to cheat death. She is wasting her life in pursuit of the immortal life she is taking for granted. She fears the end of the time of the Sirens. She is the only one left besides Marina. But just like the Titans, she has to realize that all things must end.”

	The purple haired youngster was nodding as she seemed to be seeing things in the patterns, “If she would just instead enjoy the time she has left, she would learn it is not as fleeting as she believes unless she forces our hands.”

	Ok, that didn't sound like a smart-mouthed emo girl that time.

	I almost yelped when I saw a strand of light trying to leave me to join the sparkling display they were putting on like it knew it belonged somehow. But it couldn't reach. I realized Sloan was watching me watch it. She shook her head. “You truly are something new. A life not of our weaving, though you have the spark, which was probably your own before it was torn from our tapestry.”

	The man, the Mother, added in his or her deep baritone voice, “We cannot find nor measure your thread, even though it longs to rejoin the tapestry. You are the next evolution, Cameron. Mankind is taking the next steps to take the place of the ancient immortals who came before them.”

	Why did I get a shiver down my spine? I wasn't part of life anymore?

	Hailey whispered loudly, “Come on everyone, get your heads back in the game. We've lost any hope of surprise here. Come on now, on me.”

	She slipped inside with Andreya to her left. They looked like a well-oiled machine, illustrating that both of them had years of training, deadly as hell, though Hailey seemed the more deadly of the two. Maybe because I've seen what she can do when they had rescued me.

	We followed, Rin distracted as she looked... through me. God. How was I going to live like this... when I was half way in the grave already? I really didn't want to... to cease. I tightened my grip on my damaged bat then looked down. Why could I feel it in both hands? It was like the other parts of me I had lost, I just thought it was like a psychological reaction, that I just thought I felt sensation from my missing parts, though dulled, like background static.

	But I was gripping the bat with both hands, but the tighter my grip, the more my transparent fingers lost their surface tension and sank into the wood of the bat. So I could interact more with the mass of this plane than I believed I could. But really I've never, umm, experimented. I've always avoided my missing parts.

	I caught Rin's questioning gaze, and I shook my head. This wasn't the time to think about this stuff. Her eyes kept going to the left side of my face. Fuck, I had taken more damage there, hadn't I? Just how much of me was left? I fucking hated being so... ghost-ish!

	The walls erupted into plaster and shattering emergency lights as Hai and Drey crouched and started rapid firing the silenced rifles. Ffft-ftt-ftt. The men at an intersection of the corridor went down in sprays of blood. I swallowed the bile in my throat as we moved past them. Then hesitated when I saw a Navy Seals insignia tattooed on one man's exposed arm. It was one of the few I could recognize since it had that trident on it.

	Navy Seals? In Lazarus uniforms and flack jackets? They seemed to recruit from every branch of the service.

	A less squeamish person would have taken note that the men each had three shots center mass, which their body armor stopped, and then kill shots between their eyes. I looked at the backs of the women we followed deeper down the corridor toward a larger room lit by emergency lighting, wondering which one of them made the kill shots.

	We were... killing people here. To what? To stop people dead set on becoming immortal. But all these others just believed it was to make super soldiers for Uncle Sam. We could never go home after this, could we? I looked down at myself. Yeah, as if I could rejoin the world after this.

	The others seemed so sure about this. Was I the only one who was only here because I wanted Lazarus to leave me the hell alone?

	The women stopped and pressed against the walls and motioned to us to do the same. We pressed against the walls, trying to will ourselves to be small or... invisible... transparent. Frack, my inner monologue truly was an asshole. Just hardy har har. I'd kick my own ass later.

	I saw a weapon moving around a corner, it had some sort of screen attached. Oh crap! It was one of those weapons that could see around corners that the special forces and hostage extraction teams had.

	I saw how systematically Hailey aimed at the weapon, then moved her aim to the corner wall and raise it slightly. She was going to take the guard down through the wall! I could see her finger slowly starting to squeeze the trigger, but at the last moment, there was a gurgled scream from his location as he slid into the corridor like he had been hit by a truck.

	My eyes widened in horror and morbid curiosity when we saw Stephanie on his back, her fangs buried deep in his shoulder. Then she looked over at us, winked, then her jaw distended, and she snapped it over his head and with a vicious twist, tore his head from his shoulders. She made a couple gulping motions, and her neck flared as she swallowed.

	Ok, I did vomit that time. The women got over their own revulsion and swung their weapons up at the snake woman, who looked directly at me, licked her lips and literally slithered off almost faster than I could follow. They really had made a monster out of her, hadn't they? I found myself feeling sorry for the woman, even after just watching that horrific scene.

	It wasn't lost on me that she wasn't attacking us though. She was going after Lazarus. I think ultimately that's why Hailey and Andreya didn't pull their triggers.

	Our group leaders slid into the big room and then looked back at us and motioned us forward as they trained their weapons on someone or something. When we came out ready to fight we all hesitated. There were three men and a woman, all in lab coats with their hands in the air, full of equipment and files. They looked terrified as they surrendered. “Don... don't shoot!” one pleaded.

	They were not alone, there were three bodies, and another woman who was almost robotically boxing up files and grabbing data drives. Almost as one, the Raven Maids all leapt past us in full Raven form. Hissing in rage as they extended their claws. Rin made it there before the others, and tore past the woman, yanking the pouch around her neck off and before the now unanimated body fell. With one eye, I thought I could actually see the soul being torn from her as Rin twisted in the air, grasping the woman with her clawed feet and then they were gone.

	I ran forward, but a few moments later Rin reappeared, looking disoriented for a moment, but shook it off by the time I reached her. I winced at the body at her feet, a desiccated corpse. How long had this zombie been dead? It was sort of disgusting, and they looked so normal up until the bag was torn off.

	I held her by the arm wings to make sure she was ok. She gave me a birdie smile then she was herself again smiling encouragingly at me.

	The women were barking orders at the rest, having them get on their knees. I was relieved that they were zip-tying their hand and feet together instead of killing them. They were no soldiers. Andreya was asking how many more people were in the Crucible when Angel broke radio silence. “I've got movement at the helipad, they have Mouse!” She sounded stressed and angry. We could hear gunfire over the connection.

	Shit! In all the commotion, I hadn't realized that Mouse never came back to us to tell us what she and the ghosts had found.

	Hailey looked at Drey, who just nodded once, she asked the Maids, “You have things here?”

	They nodded, and she inclined her head then said, “Marina, with us.” And the three of them ran toward another corridor toward the east.

	Now my stomach was in knots again. I knew logically that we had been damn lucky so far to not have lost anyone, but... damn it. Mouse had to be ok.

	Kyler slid into a seat at one of the many computers with huge clear glass monitors with test subjects displayed and all sorts of data in the process of being deleted. Her hands flew nimbly across a keyboard and what looked like source code flashed onto a screen, she was mumbling to herself as she looked at the code then changed something and hit enter with a flourish. The progress indicators all stopped. She had hacked a secure government system that fast?

	Adelaide stalked over to watch the prisoners in full Raven form. By the gods, was Trinity's Raven going to get that spectacular when she got older? And menacing? Did I mention menacing?

	Rin stood by the young girl as the Fates started looking through printed files. “Talk to me Squish.”

	The girl was doing some more changes to the code as she said absently, “Only lost about ten percent. Hopefully, there's hardcopies in those files or external drives. Making satellite connection.”

	What was going on? Satellite connection? Just what kind of tech genius had this young girl umm, helped to cross over that she had these skills?

	I asked, “What's she doing?”

	Rin winked at me. “You didn't think we didn't have an exit strategy did you? Nobody can attack a government black ops compound without there being repercussions. There is no way we would ever be safe or free after this. They would hunt us, and they would find us.”

	Then Kyler looked up at me and grinned cheekily. “Unless of course, someone were to dump all the files and research onto the Internet, exposing their human genetic testing to the world. They will be cleaning up their mess for years. And if let's say, the names of the people in the highest branches of government who were involved with Lazurus happened to be encrypted, with us holding the PGP decryption key, we would be safe.”

	Holy shit. I smiled. They would blackmail the ones who organized this whole Frankenstein show into leaving us alone.

	Kyler hit another key with a flourish and said, “And done. Upload commencing, I'm routing through servers all over the world so by the time anyone knows what we are doing, it will be too late to stop it. It should propagate on the dark web and hundreds of torrent sites in minutes.”

	I saw a countdown. In twenty-three minutes all the files would be out there for the world to see.

	Ky grabbed Rin's arm and pulled her over to look at something. She asked, “Delete?”

	Rin started to nod, but my questioning look had her hesitate. “She isolated all files about you, Cam.”

	They had files on me here?

	I slid in beside them and looked at dozens of pictures of me with my full name and “Anomaly X” by it. I was an Anomaly to them. Those fuckers did this to me! Ky whistled. “They've wasted millions tracking you in New York until their dog soldiers led them to you. They have all sorts of conjecture here, but they don't know why the process worked with you and not the others.”

	I snorted. “Their guess is as good as mine with all those other artifacts that were hitting me as the train derailed.”

	I froze when I saw an entry by Commander Alexander Xerxes himself at the very end of the file. “Subject escaped with the aid of known 'potentials'. Spotters identified retired Captain R. H. Frost of the United States Army Special Operations Command (Airborne) in the area. An attempt will be made to reacquire Anomaly X. Delta Squad has been sent to retrieve Jack Tourvell in an attempt to subdue the subject for testing.”

	I heard myself almost yelling, “What!?”

	I spun on the lab coats and grabbed one man, who squeaked when I yanked him to his feet by the front of his jacket, I think I heard chest hair tearing as I did. I held my bat in the air with my ectoplasmic hand. “Jack Tourvell? You assholes are going after my father?”

	The man looked half ready to wet himself in fear and half intrigued as he seemed to examine me. “You're her. You're the wildcard. Fascinating.” He was looking at my transparent arm wielding the bat.

	I shook him, and that put the fear back into him. “Commander Xerxes thought extricating your... umm... father from prison would convince you to allow us to do further testing on your amazing aberrant makeup. So he brought him here to be the first test subject for Phase Three.”

	Test subject? What the fuck? I started to swing the bat, my entire being was one of rage. They were going to experiment on my father! The bat stopped moving mid-flight, and my hand passed through it just to land a punch on the man's jaw.

	I looked back to see Rin had intercepted the bat. She gave me a look I didn't understand, except for the compassion of it as she shook her head. Then her face elongated as a razor-sharp hooked beak appeared on it, her skin turning ebony as feathers sprouted. She hissed into the man's face, and this time he did wet his pants.

	Then she cocked her head at an inhuman angle, her gold eyes blinking in amusement as she asked, “Where is Jack Tourvell?”

	He stuttered out everything he knew in a rush, his eyes drifting to the headless man by the corridor, likely thinking Rin may eat him, “They took him with them in the Genesis Chamber. They had already started Phase Three so they couldn't stop. They're heading to the off-grid base in Egypt.” Then he pleaded, “P-please don't... please don't eat me. I'm just a biologist, not a soldier.”

	She rolled her eyes then hissed viciously at him again, causing him to scream, then she slammed her head forward to headbutt him. With a hollow thud, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped in my grip. I released him and let him fall to the floor, unconscious.

	I looked down at the man then the other two lab coats who just averted their eyes then almost pleaded with Rin, “They took my dad. They're... doing something to him.” My mind pictured the dog soldiers and Stephanie. Were they turning him into some sort of monster?

	We heard gunshots in the distance in the new silence in the building. My head shot up, tears streaming down my cheeks. I knew I could feel the wetness even on the side that was gone. I growled out, wanting to expend my rage on something, “Mouse!”

	I started running, and I heard Rin curse, “Shit.”

	Then she was running after me yelling back, “Everyone stay there, contact us on the radio if anything happens.”

	She was saying my name, trying to calm me. They had my dad. Sure he wasn't the role model for dads everywhere, and prison was a speed bump, but he was my dad. These sons of bitches were using him like a lab rat, and they were going to pay!

	As we burst outside, we took cover as we landed right in the middle of a gunfight. There were four dead soldiers by the helicopter and one left, firing two pistol looking weapons that sounded like chainsaws as they were slinging so many rounds at Hailey and Andreya it seemed overkill.

	On the other side of the helicopter was a deformed dog soldier holding a pistol to Mouse's side and a strange lizard or bird-ish soldier with one of the control collars on, unloading magazine after magazine of rounds into the air from an automatic rifle. I could see a great bird swooping around up there. Angel!

	Mouse was saying, “Sorry soldier girl, they got some dead bitch with them who could see my ghosts. They had me before Stacy could warn me.”

	Hailey, who normally teased the woman, said with worry and understanding, “Not your fault, Dorian. I'll be with you in just a second ok?”

	Dorian? Was that Mouse's real name? I just crouched there, not knowing what to do. Hailey however, suddenly stood up from behind her cover and just started stepping deliberately toward the man with the two mini machine gun pistols, her body bladed and her arm straight out, aiming carefully.

	Bullets were hitting all around her, and she hissed in pain when one scored on her leg, but she still advanced until they were just a few yards apart and she squeezed her trigger once. The man went spinning to the right, losing that gun in that hand and I could see red dripping from his shoulder right between the shoulder plate and the hard armor on his arm. That was a hell of a shot!

	The man turned back toward her, shock on his face, then some sort of recognition flashed in his eyes as he said in equal parts disdain and surprise, “Captain Frost?”

	Captain Frost? The same special forces Captain mentioned in the report? Hailey was a friggin' Airborne Ranger?

	It was like the world slowed down as she just kept advancing, never lowering her Glock. He started to swing his good arm up toward her with his other machine pistol. He never even got halfway, as the muzzle flash from her weapon lit his face over and over again. The rapid pop pop pop and the spray of blood from the back of the man's head barely registered as I saw the three little holes in his forehead as he fell back.

	Holy... Rin finished my thought for me in a half whisper, “Shit.”

	The green haired woman finally lowered her gun, spit, then ground out, “Simms. Should have stayed in the Seals, pussy.”

	Then Hailey and Andreya turned their attention to the two hybrids. That snapped me back to why I had charged out here, and I felt my rage reignite inside me. We advanced on them, and the deformed lizard bird looked between us and his target in the sky and started to swing his weapon down to shoot at the more imminent threat.

	He was too slow, both Drey and Hailey had him in their sights, but both hesitated when I saw some motion behind Mouse, something coming up over the edge of the cliff behind the now distracted dog soldier. Something scaled whipped around his neck, and he was yanked away from Mouse and back over the cliff. I could hear a cross between a roar and a scream as he fell. Stephanie had sacrificed herself for Mouse. That last piece of humanity she had, a soldier to the end, sacrificing, so others did not suffer.

	Almost faster than I could blink, with a whoosh, a white feathered blur swept out of the sky, snagging Dorian and swooping over the cliff. Angel had her girl!

	I screamed out in my own rage and charged. The women raised their weapons as I fouled their line of sight. Over and over the lizard shot. Bullet after bullet struck me with almost blinding pain, taking more of myself away. I couldn't rejoin the world as I was anyway. I thought, “I'm sorry Rin,” and, “Please don't let my father suffer,” as I hit the hybrid like a runaway train, I should know what that feels like.

	It squealed and hissed, arms flailing as we went over the edge and plummeted toward the rocks below. I heard Rin screaming my name as my asshole-ish inner monologue said, “Huh. A cliff, just like you imagined.”

	I saw the rocks rushing up to meet us, then there was nothing.

	



	


Chapter 15 – From the Ashes

	I opened my eyes, I was standing. The world was still there, just muted. Like I was wearing earplugs, and everything was a little blurry, I could barely feel the wind and rain going... through me.

	I turned away from the gruesome smashed form of the hybrid and looked down at myself. I was gone. Not even the ectoplasm. I had finally lost all of myself but why was I still here, my consciousness?

	I saw a rope land at the base of the cliff as I waited for my consciousness to fade away like the rest of me. I blinked when I saw a hazy blonde college-aged girl, an older policeman and an old lady watching me from the base of the cliff. Wait, were these Mouse's ghosts? Then I truly was dead. Was I doomed to walk the world forever like her ghosts?

	I looked past them to see the body of the dog soldier, but no sign of Stephanie. Had she survived the fall somehow? I glanced out into the pitch black night at the darkness of the ocean for any telltale signs of her.

	The girls were all climbing down as Angel and Dorian picked their way through the rocks toward me. With three swooshes, the Ravens all landed. Rin looking so distressed and lost that I tried to cup her cheek, but my hand went right through her. Her Raven didn't even know I was here yet she said she could see Mouse's ghosts.

	God, how could I have left her like that? I was so selfish. I was just so enraged, and I didn't want anyone else hurt because of these Lazarus bastards.

	Hailey and Andreya checked the two bodies, and everyone turned around looking for something, looking for me. I was heating up like the pressure was building inside of me, I started panicking. This was it wasn't it? Where the echoes of my synapses bouncing off of whatever quantum resonance barrier between this reality and the next, where the parts of myself had been slipping into, burned themselves out.

	Rin was whispering to herself, “Cam?”

	Dorian said in a voice that matched her Mouse nickname, “She's right there.” She pointed toward me, looking sorrowful. Oh no. She was going to see me... cease.

	It felt like I was standing in the heart of the sun with the weight of a million planets pressing in on me, but oddly, it didn't hurt. On the contrary, I felt so... alive.

	Atropos was yelling at everyone as she got to the bottom of the rope, “Everyone, get back!”

	Mouse's eyes were wide as she grabbed her girl by the pinion feathers and pulled her away from me. I was blinded by the heat, as it manifested in a sparkling light that reminded me so much of the threads of light that the other Fates had pulled from Sloan's body.

	With a whump of instantly expanding force, followed by an implosion at the same moment, my senses became focused, pushing away that numbness from before. I saw the girls all thrown against the cliff, and a wave seemed to be torn from the ocean to fill the space around me that was pushed away. Then I was. I just... was.

	I could feel everything. The warmth of my blood pulsating through my body, my heart... oh god, my heart was beating! I had a heart again!

	Rin regained her footing, staring wide-eyed at me. She whispered, “Cam?” Tears were flowing freely down my cheeks, just like hers as I just nodded.

	I found myself in a crushing hug a moment later. We were laughing and hugging then kissing as everyone gathered around. Then I was passing out desperate hugs like candy. Kyler smirked when I hugged her. She drew out one word as she wiggled her eyebrows, “Nekkid.”

	That's when I realized, she was right, I was buck naked to the world. Oh my god! I was blushing profusely as Rin chuckled and slipped her leather jacket over me.

	She asked incredulously, “How?”

	It was Atropos who answered, “For fuck's sake people, haven't you ever heard of a phoenix? It was the only being we Fates had no dominion over because its thread was a loop. It was always reborn from the ashes. We thought to never see another creature like it, until naked jaybird here.”

	I was. I was some sort of Phoenix? I hissed as I stepped on a sharp shell with my bare feet as I was hugging Rin again for dear life. I looked down and twisted my foot to look at it and saw a translucent cut. My mind reasoned it out. So I won't cease to be if I lose all of myself? I'll keep coming back?

	My Trinity was growling at me as she slapped my shoulder, “Don't you ever do that to me again!”

	All I wanted to do was go home, but I knew I wasn't finished here. There was still one thing left to do. I was not going to leave my father with those monsters. I gave Rin a deep kiss to shut her the hell up, then when I broke the kiss I looked first at her then the others and half stated, half pleaded, “I need to get to Egypt. They have my father.”

	From the looks of determination on their faces and the nods they were all sharing, I knew I wouldn't be making the journey alone. These women, these New Sentinels would be making the journey with me.

	I couldn't see them in the dark, but I knew there were storm clouds on the horizon. Something seemed to be drawing us all together, but just as surely, it seemed all the monsters of the world were being drawn together too. I turned my gaze to the three Fates who were busily weaving threads in the air again, and I nodded to myself.

	I was pulled from my speculating by Marina touching her ear and saying, “Max fire up the Kraken. We set sail as soon as we arrive on the dock. And for god's sake, rustle up some clothes for Cameron, she's naked out here.

	We all shared a chuckle when the blind man blurted out on the radio, “Oooo, I wanna see!”

	Then Rin just held me possessively to her as we started moving down the island coast toward the Kraken, and to whatever lies beyond the horizon.

	The End

	



	


----------------------------------------------

	Novels by Erik Schubach

	----------------------------------------------

	Books in the Techromancy Scrolls series...

	Adept

	Soras

	Masquerade

	Westlands

	Avalon (2018)

	 

	Books in the Urban Fairytales series...

	Red Hood: The Hunt

	Snow: The White Crow

	Ella: Cinders and Ash

	Rose: Briar's Thorn

	Let Down Your Hair

	Hair of Gold: Just Right

	The Hood of Locksley

	Beauty In the Beast

	No Place Like Home

	Shadow Of The Hook (2018)

	 

	Books in the New Sentinels series...

	Djinn: Cursed

	Raven Maid: Out of the Darkness

	Fate: No Strings Attached

	Open Seas: Just Add Water

	Ghost-ish: Lazarus

	 

	Books in the Drakon series...

	Awakening

	Dragonfall

	 

	Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...

	Return of the Asgard

	Bloodlines

	Folkvangr

	Seventy Two Hours

	Titans

	 

	Books in the Tales From Olympus series...

	Gods Reunited

	Alfheim (2018)

	 

	Books in the Bridge series...

	Trolls

	Traitor

	Unbroken

	 

	Books in the Fracture series...

	Divergence

	 

	------------------------------------------------------

	Romance Novels by Erik Schubach

	------------------------------------------------------

	 

	Books in the Music of the Soul universe...

	(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)

	Music of the Soul

	A Deafening Whisper

	Dating Game

	Karaoke Queen

	Silent Bob

	Five Feet or Less

	Broken Song

	Syncopated Rhythm

	Progeny

	Girl Next Door

	Lightning Strikes Twice

	June

	Dead Shot

	 

	Music of the Soul Shorts...

	(All short stories are standalone and can be read in any order)

	Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker

	Wallflower

	Accidental Date

	Holiday Morsels

	What Happened In Vegas?

	 

	Books in the London Harmony series...

	(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)

	Water Gypsy

	Feel the Beat

	Roctoberfest

	Small Fry

	Doghouse

	Minuette

	Squid Hugs

	The Pike

	Flotilla

	 

	Books in the Pike series...

	(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)

	Ships In The Night

	Right To Remain Silent

	Evermore

	 

	Books in the Flotilla series...

	(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)

	Making Waves

	Keeping Time

	The Temp

	 

	Books in the Unleashed series...

	Case of the Collie Flour

	Case of the Hot Dog

	Case of the Gold Retriever

	-------------------------------------------------

	Novellas by Erik Schubach

	-------------------------------------------------

	The Hollow

	 

	Novellas in the Paranormals series...

	Fleas

	This Sucks

	Jinx (2018)

	 

	Novellas in the Fixit Adventures...

	Fixit

	Glitch

	Vashon

	Descent (2018)

	 

	Novellas in the Emily Monroe Is Not The Chosen One series...

	Night Shift

	 

	-------------------------------------------------

	Short Stories by Erik Schubach

	(These short stories span many different genres)

	-------------------------------------------------

	A Little Favor

	Lost in the Woods

	MUB

	Mirror Mirror On The Wall

	Oops!

	Rift Jumpers: Faster Than Light

	Scythe

	Snack Run

	Something Pretty

	▲ Back to TOP


cover.jpeg
B 1T NCToTIC
I AZARUS

death 1s only the beginning...








